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Today, the Kurds factor significantly both as a key to some of the most critical conflicts 
in the Middle East and also as citizens of the world interacting with a highly global, highly 
interconnected reality. Despite their importance, we lack a nuanced understanding of the 
complex and multi-layered cultural context of the Kurds that impacts the socio-political factors 
inside Iraqi Kurdistan. 
The deeply entrenched political rhetoric of the hegemonic Kurdish nationalist narrative in 
Iraqi Kurdistan has served to homogenize the idea of what the Kurdish “nation” is, to whitewash 
deep social, economic and political concerns inside Iraqi Kurdistan and to marginalize those 
voices that resist nationalist ideals. Utilizing the work of Kurdish artists as well as arts-based 
perspectives, this study goes beyond the political rhetoric of Kurdish nationalism to understand 
meaning making within this cultural context and how meaning translates into ideas and 
behaviors, potentially, producing moments of conflict. 
This is a study about the place of culture in conflict and conflict analysis and the 
intersection of the arts and activism, particularly as art creates a space for resistance and a 
pathway for one group of Kurdish artists in Iraqi Kurdistan to transform a peoples’ 
understanding of politics and their relationship to the world around them. Critically considering 
the production of artwork, and the linkages between contemporary Iraqi Kurdish visual and 
conceptual art, as a historically particular phenomenon, this research demonstrates the struggle of 
a people to transform historical relationships of power and to develop a culture of Just Peace to 
include being able to effectively shape their society’s architecture, including institutions, policies 
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“What is important, or at a least valuable and fruitful to study has not (yet) been 
identified as worth studying” (Sabine Selchow 2017: 1) 
 
Figure 1 Painted rocks by artist Ismail Khayat. Photo used with permission from the artist. 
 
Selchow’s observation refers to her own emergent work on the omnipresent phenomenon 
of the adjective global that, in her view, has come to constitute a discursive reproduction of 
political and symbolic meaning. She argues that, “It is a political phenomenon and, as such, a 
valuable, albeit ‘unconventional’, object of for scholars outside the linguistics discourse” (Sabine 
Selchow 2017: 1). For this research, Selchow’s words are both valuable and appropriate. This 
study is about identifying what has not yet been identified as worth studying in the realms of 
Kurdish studies, at the intersection of that expanding field, and the field of conflict 
management/conflict transformation. This is a study about the place of culture in conflict and 
conflict analysis and the intersection of the arts and activism, particularly as Art creates a space 
for resistance and a pathway for one group of Kurdish artists in Iraqi Kurdistan to transform a 
peoples’ understanding of politics and their relationship to the world around them.  
Today, the Kurds factor significantly both as a key to some of the most critical conflicts 
in the Middle East and also as citizens of the world interacting with a highly global, highly 
interconnected reality. In recent years, Kurdish forces have made headlines for their successes 
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containing the spread of ISIS forces in Syria and Iraq. In 2017, Kurds in Iraq made headlines 
once again, this time for the peaceful, yet controversial, referendum on independence from the 
state of Iraq. Yet, despite the Kurds’ rise in prominence in global public consciousness and their 
role in some of most significant developments in the Middle East, scholarship about the Kurds is 
lacking. In pursuing an investigation of socio-cultural accounts of Kurdish society in Iraq, we 
find, instead, an abundance of military and political accounts, accounts of the Kurdish struggle as 
a state-less people and histories framed in similar terms. Kurdish women appear as subject of 
articles about, the rights of women and in their lives as Peshmerga. Of course, the bulk of 
information we find is about the victimization of the Kurds like the genocide during the Anfal 
campaign in Iraq. Scholarly interests in the Kurds reflect similar interests, though there has been 
expansion of research in the areas of history, human rights, ethnicity and national identity, 
language and religion to name but a few. That is not to say that there has been no growth in the 
overall study of the Kurds, however, we do see that the socio-cultural study of Iraqi Kurdistan 
was arguably more robust decades ago than in the present (King 2014: 6). While the field of 
Kurdish studies has expanded over the last three decades, research about Kurdish Art, 
particularly art in Iraqi Kurdistan, art forms created there or an analysis of such cultural products 
remains deficient. Kurdish studies scholars have noted that Kurdish art is a fairly recent topic for 
academic scholarship and an examination of the literature on Kurdish art forms shows that 
overall, Kurdish arts have generally been disregarded as sites for scholarly inquiry (Kilic 2005 & 
2009, Cicek 2012, Kennedy 2007, Meho 1997). Working from within the arts, and utilizing arts-
based perspectives to consider activism and conflict transformation, assumes an understanding , 
on the part of this research, of the importance of meaning making within a given cultural context 
and how meaning translates into ideas and behaviors, potentially, producing moments of conflict. 
In the arts and humanities, we can see strong examples of how the arts do more than simply 
express the culture, history and beliefs of a people. The work of practitioners and scholars in the 
fields of cultural geography, art history, public art, art therapy, art activism, to broadly include 
the various and different fields of art themselves, have demonstrated how art work and the work 
of artists have had the power to influence ideas and effect change(Rose 2012, Panofsky 1972, 
Meho 1997, Liebmann 1996, Lederach 2005, Leavy 2015 & 2018, Kılıç 2005 & 2009, Kennedy 
2007, Gundogdu 2010, D’Alleva 2012, Cleveland 2008, Cicek 2012). In turn, arts perspectives 
possess the unique potential to inform peacebuilding processes in significant ways and offer new 
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lenses through which to interpret conflicts (Shank and Schirch 2008). Though art and science 
have historically been polarized, arts based research, like the research within the pages of this 
dissertation, exists at the intersection of art and science, where their attempts to explore, 
illuminate, and represent aspects of human life find resemblances of the other (Leavy 2018 page 
3 of 736 Kindle Edition).  
The field of Visual Arts or Fine Arts, to include Conceptual Art, constitutes a particularly 
charged space in Kurdish society in Iraqi Kurdistan. In Chapter three, Contesting Histories 
Through Art, I talk more specifically about the Conceptual Art movement and its significance as 
a critique of formalism and the commodification of art. Here, I am simply denoting my inclusion 
of the work of conceptual artists within a broader designation of “Visual Arts” and as an art form 
that may, predominately consumed visually, although much conceptual art must be engaged with 
all of the senses.The act of producing art in the field of Visual Arts or Conceptual Arts in 
Kurdistan is an expression of things Kurdish that must reckon themselves, in terms of service, to 
a nationalist ideal that includes Kurdish rights to cultural identity and homeland as they are 
equated with human rights and a recognition of the Kurds as special victims. A product of a 
deeply divided political system, art making in Iraqi Kurdistan contends with powerful systemic 
and social controls that labor with notions of tradition, modernity and progress. While there is no 
politically recognized independent state known as “Kurdistan”, it is socially recognized by 
millions of Kurds as their ethnic homeland (King 2014: 3). “Kurdistan”, as both an imagined 
homeland and a territorial reality in Northern Iraq, functions as a quasi-state and is a powerful 
motivator for many Kurds in the Middle East and around the world. The movement for 
independence, is rooted heavily in an argument that justifies Kurdish autonomy through a need 
to secure the human rights of Kurdish people as a well-integrated and united ethnic group (King 
2014:12). This movement presents the Kurds as an indigenous people, with a unique culture, that 
have been denied their human rights, largely as the result of the hostile policies of the countries 
exercising power over their lands. The Iraqi Kurdistan region now projects the image of a rising, 
peaceful democracy where “Kurdishness” is celebrated (King 2014: 2) however, the challenges 
to independence are numerous and are more complex than symbolic nation building or the will 
of the Kurdish people to separate from the Iraqi central government (Natali 2010: 127). Intra-
Kurdish politics pose significant obstacles (Chomani 2013) and the Kurdish independence 
movement is itself surrounded by troubled states with troubled bodies politic in which a Kurdish 
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desire for autonomy and self-determination is unwelcome or at minimum suppressed (King 
2014: 3). Scholars, politicians and practitioners alike have devoted numerous pages of research 
 
Figure 2 Map of Kurdistan Region in Iraq. The map shows the territories that were administrated by the KRG before 
2014, including some disputed territories with Baghdad. Their administration has quite expanded to include Kirkuk 
and most other disputed territories after the collapse of the Iraqi army to the ISIL onslaught.1  
to understanding the “Kurdish Question” and the potential for an independent Kurdistan in the 
Middle East. Much research has also been devoted to the history and characteristics of the 
Kurdish nationalist movement within the Middle Eastern states that Kurds live and in the 
diaspora. However, few have engaged with the deep social and cultural underpinnings of the 
society, traditions, relationships of power and social institutions that assist in the transmission of 
culture and the creation of meaning in a period of rapid social, economic and political 
transformation (Winegar 2006).  
The Nature of This Study 
 
The aim of this study is to get beyond the deeply entrenched political rhetoric of the 
hegemonic Kurdish nationalist narrative that has increasingly constituted the stuff of 
“Kurdishness” inside Iraqi Kurdistan and across borders since the mid-1990s. This narrative has 
                                                          
1 Reproduced from a public source domain, 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iraqi_Kurdistan#/media/File:Kurdistan_2012.png  
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defined the Kurdish nation in terms of strong ethnic roots, language, territory and memory, as 
special victims of genocide and in terms of future political aspirations (Brenneman 2007:3, 
Sheyholislami, J. 2011: 47 Kindle Edition). The Anfal genocide, a cornerstone of this narrative, 
has been both a result and a means of nation building (Fischer-Tahir’s 2012: 240) that bolsters 
Kurdish nationalism on the international level. It is the view of this researcher that in its imaging 
of a nation (Anderson 1983) this nationalist narrative serves to homogenize the idea of what the 
Kurdish “nation” is, to whitewash deep social, economic and political concerns inside Iraqi 
Kurdistan and to marginalize those voices that seek to contest nationalist ideals. In researching 
this aim, my goal is to cultivate a deeper understanding of the social and cultural underpinnings 
of the society, traditions, relationships of power and social institutions that assist in the 
transmission of culture and people are creating meaning in a period of rapid social, economic and 
political transformation (Winegar 2006). 
The challenge to writing about Kurdish social histories is to search for the hidden, while 
finding new ways of reading and understanding the nuances of the current cultural world of the 
Kurds (Bahoora 2015:250). Placing the practices of Kurdish visual and conceptual artists 
working in Iraqi Kurdistan within the historical context of the Iraqi state, this research 
investigates the ways in which these artists are coming together to make art in a way that reflects 
and confronts the hard questions of a society in a period of rapid social, economic and political 
transformation. Critically considering the production of artwork, and the linkages between 
contemporary Iraqi Kurdish visual and conceptual art, as a historically particular phenomenon, 
this research demonstrates the struggle of a people to transform historical relationships of power 
and to develop a culture of Just Peace to include being able to effectively shape their society’s 
architecture, including institutions, policies and organizations that support its function (Shank & 
Schirch 2008). 
Utilizing The Arts For The Analysis Of Conflict 
 
The Russian writer Ivan Turgenev once wrote that, "The drawing shows me at one glance 
what might be spread over ten pages in a book," (Turgenev & Freeborn 1991). Art, broadly 
defined, catches up its creators along with its audience in interconnecting webs of cultural 
meanings and relationships of power (D’Alleva 2012: 82). The Arts feature as a highly 
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significant tool for Kurdish people who are internally diverse, dispersed and in a state of 
liberation to bring together their notions of the Kurdish nation as state (Gundogu 2010). 
Constructivist theorist Alexander Wendt has noted the preeminent role of ideas in international 
relations, proposing that, “…structures of human association are determined primarily by shared 
ideas rather than material forces, and that the identities and interests of purposive actors are 
constructed by these shared ideas rather than given by nature" (Wendt 1999). Art historian 
Edwin Panofsky connects a given period’s art to the beliefs and influential institutions of the 
time. Panofsky has argued that, “In a work of art, ‘form’ cannot be divorced from ‘content’: the 
distribution of colour and lines, light and shade, volumes and planes, however delightful as a 
visual spectacle, must also be understood as carrying a more-than-visual meaning”. If the old 
idiom bears itself out, then “a picture is worth a thousand words”.  
Conflict scholars, Oliver Ramsbotham, John Paul Lederach and John Galtung, all well-
known noted for their handling of  'intractable' or ‘protracted’ conflict, argue in favor of a place 
for the arts in conflict resolution as a means of “energizing the field by liberating the imagination 
and the emotions in pursuit of creativity in peacemaking” (Ramsbotham, Woodhouse & Miall 
2011: 358). Kurdish art, then, presents itself as an interesting intersection for social critique 
where peoples, cultures and institutions overlap and where identities and narratives are 
performed and potentially contested. Current scholarly literature articulates how art might 
function in peacebuilding and demonstrates the intersection of art, conflict resolution and 
peacebuilding; as well as how the arts and artists feature as social interlocutors to conflict. 
William Cleveland, in his book Art and Upheaval, demonstrates how art making can 
serve as a conflict measure to help mediate conflicts, rebuild economies, heal trauma, and give 
new voice to the forgotten and disappeared (Cleveland 2008:5). Cleveland succeeds in 
illuminating the importance of, “…tell[ing] the story – the hidden story, the story denied”, 
because in reality,”…these alternate voices do not share space with the epic tales of military 
triumph and tragedy that fill our history books and museums…” (Cleveland 2008: 7). Marian 
Liebmann’s work Arts Approaches to Conflict acknowledges that the arts have been used for a 
long time to portray and describe conflict, sometimes making statements about whether or how 
conflict should cease or be resolved but critically examines and describes the ways in which the 
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arts can be used to understand the process of conflict, work with it and develop new ways of 
resolving it (Liebmann 1996: 1-2).  
In the case of the Kurdish Question in Iraq, the task for peacebuilders is to find ways of 
incorporating the arts in to the work of conflict resolution and peacebuilding work so that people 
can progress successfully towards effective dispute settlement and long-term peacebuilding 
(Shank & Schirch 2008: 2). John Paul Lederach's Moral Imagination (2005) and Lisa Schirch's 
works Little Book of Strategic Peacebuilding situate the creative process as a central element in 
peacebuilding. The "moral imagination", according to Lederach, is the capacity to recognize new 
possibilities in order to create what does not yet exist. In peacebuilding, this means the ability to 
imagine and generate constructive processes that are rooted in the day-to-day challenges of 
violence and yet transcend these destructive patterns (Lederach 2005 & Maiese 
http://www.beyondintractability.org ). Schirch's Little Book of Strategic Peacebuilding attempts 
to show how the various approaches to peacebuilding connect and together contribute to 
addressing violence while bringing about long-term structural change (Schirch 2014:Kindle 
Locations 93-95). 
In their article “Strategic Arts-Based Peacebuilding”, conflict analysis and peacebuilding 
scholars, Michael Shank and Lisa Schirch (2008) provide examples of and the conceptual 
frameworks behind strategic arts-based peacebuilding. Building upon their own work in arts-
based peacebuilding, the article borrows the four stages of peacebuilding as described in the 
Little Book of Strategic Peacebuilding (Schirch 2014) and upon Michael Shank’s Redefining the 
Movement: Art Activism (2004). The four distinct, arts-based approaches to peacebuilding 
include: Waging Conflict Nonviolently, Reducing Direct Violence, Transforming Relationships 
and Building Capacity (Shank & Schirch 2008:3). In the first approach, Waging Conflict 
Nonviolently, "Artists waging nonviolent conflict can work to balance power by creating an 
artistic platform that is highly imaginative and provocative and demands serious attention". 
Through this approach, artists can raise awareness about issues of social injustice through the use 
of artistic media. In this way, they may escalate the intensity of the conflict, creating publics 
space to inform and discuss. At the same time, artists raise awareness in such a way so that 
victims voices cannot be ignored (Shank & Schirch 2008: 4). In the second approach, Reducing 
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Direct Violence, “Artists working to reduce direct violence can interrupt the cycle of emotional, 
spiritual, physical, and/or psychological violence through visual, literary, performance, and/or 
movement art forms". In this approach, artists use the artistic medium to create as safe publicly 
held space for victims. Through engaging in artwork and art projects, victims of conflict are able 
to find respite and security from ongoing tensions (Shank & Schirch 2008:5). In the third 
approach, Transforming Relationships, “Artists keen on transforming relationships can use the 
artistic medium to heal personal and/or collective trauma, transform negative energy into 
positive energy, and make public demands for justice.” Here, individuals are empowered to 
break the cycle of conflict by addressing relationships that were significantly changed, damaged 
or broken due to direct conflict (Shank & Schirch 2008: 4). Finally, in the fourth approach, 
Building Capacity, “Artists can use visual, literary, performance and movement art as capacity-
building mechanisms to build self-confidence, enable self-expression and provide training in 
leadership, public speaking and creative problem solving” (Shank & Schirch 2008: 7). During 
the capacity building phase, individuals effected by direct conflict begin to consider long-term 
solutions that will lead to positive peace and hinder the return of direct conflict (Shank & Schirch 
2008: 7). The authors explore what can be accomplished with the use of arts-based peacebuilding 
by applying the four approaches listed above to conflict situations. Further, Shank and Schirch 
make suggestions as to when to use arts-based peacebuilding and examine the appropriateness of 
specific approaches as they relate to the stages and intensity of conflict through comparative 
examples of arts-based peacebuilding projects from around the world. Finally, the authors 
explore how arts-based peacebuilding approaches are particularly useful for the field, 
highlighting the elicitive, contextually appropriate, nonverbal, and transformative nature of arts-
based techniques (Shank & Schirch 2008:3). The authors, “Aims for a richer articulation of how 
the arts function in peacebuilding, when to use them, what they can do, and how to evaluate their 
usage” and in doing so, recognizes that there is still more research and analysis to be done in 
specifically articulating the multiplicity of ways the Arts can transform conflict and support 
peacebuilding (Shank & Schirch 2008:16). 
The scholarly literature on art, conflict resolution and peacebuilding invites us to delve 
deeper into the artistic products found in Iraqi Kurdish culture as they can help us understand 
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“Kurdishness” as it manifests itself in shared consciousness and as collective action (Brubaker & 
Cooper 2000:7) The literature demonstrates that art is a unique place to gain insight into the 
emotions, ideas and histories that inform and influence. Kurdish visual artists are uniquely 
situated to contest or perpetuate beliefs and behaviors. In turn, their work becomes a valuable 
site for excavating alternative spaces of thought and critique not fully explored in the histories of 
Iraq. “The interpretation of history, art and culture is different,” notes Anne D’Alleva, “they 
express such a wide range of human ideas and experiences that there is no one result to seek. 
Each person, each generation, each culture reinterprets artworks, finding in them new 
significance…But when we’re talking about interpreting the past, or interpreting cultural 
practice, it’s not a question of right and wrong but of looking for insight ”(D’Alleva 2012:11). 
We see strong examples of how the arts and arts perspectives can feature as excellent sites for 
social inquiry and to understand the process of conflict. This lesser engaged perspective shows 
the power of the arts not simply to express the culture, history and beliefs of a people, but for 
artists and the art itself to influence ideas and effect change. In turn, Arts perspectives possess 
the unique potential to inform peacebuilding processes in significant ways and offer new lenses 
through which to interpret conflicts (Shank and Schirch 2008).  
The Place Of Culture In Conflict And Conflict Analysis  
 
As we have seen, the literature on art and conflict argues that the arts offer a unique place 
to gain insight into the emotions and ideas and that artists feature as special social interlocutors 
to conflict. Because of their elicitive nature, arts-based perspectives allow for the sharing of 
cultural knowledge that both describes and aids the understanding of the process of conflict. 
Much of the literature demonstrates the effectiveness of arts-based perspectives for the mediation 
and understanding of conflict in a manner that is elicitive and also culturally appropriate. Though 
the arts do indeed offer unique tools for understanding conflict, arts-based perspectives remain 
underutilized in peacebuilding. The question remains, why bring Art to the study of conflict and 
why does this research encourage the explicit convergence of the arts and peacebuilding? 
Considering the literature on art and conflict, it seems that there is an implicit understanding 
among these authors that it is critical to the peacebuilding process for peacebuilders to work 
within the culture, thereby eliciting cultural knowledge from participants that will impact and 
shape the peacebuilding work to come. However, what is less articulated is the fact that 
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peacebuilders working with arts-based perspectives regularly trade in the currency of culture 
itself. While this may seem to be self-evident, it is an important fact that is not often made 
explicit. Art is both created and received (Guest 2014:659). Art, as an expressive cultural outlet, 
is both created and perceived within a system of power relationships that intersect at points of 
race, class, sexuality and economics. Herein lies the unique value of arts-based perspectives for 
understanding conflict. Art is a dynamic engagement with the very building blocks of culture, 
making that which is unconscious, conscious (Guest 2014: 675). Arts-based perspectives deal in 
those particular aspects of a culture where human beings express themselves creatively and 
interact meaningfully through the visual, written, movement and aural arts (Guest 2014: 658). 
Said in another way, peacebuilders working in and with the arts understand the importance of 
meaning making within a culture and how that meaning translates into ideas and behaviors, and 
how all of those things combine to, potentially, produce moments of conflict.   
 “Understanding the concept of culture is a crucial prerequisite for effective conflict 
analysis and resolution”, states Kevin Avruch (Avruch 2008: 167) an anthropologist noted for his 
work in conflict analysis and conflict resolution. Avruch’s work on the concept of culture within 
conflict analysis and conflict resolution illuminates the definition of culture in a way that “Helps 
theoreticians and practitioners to sharpen their thinking and practice, to review some of the ways 
the idea has been used already in conflict analysis and resolution, and to point to work that needs 
to be done in the future” (Avruch 2008: 168). Of course, immediately following a discussion on 
the place of Art in the analysis of conflict, one might suspect that a discussion of the place of 
Culture in the analysis of conflict may be a conversation about, as Raymond Williams put it. 
“culcha” or “high” art, superior knowledge refinement, or “taste” (Williams 1983: 92). Indeed 
not. However, “Culture” as a concept is rather complex. Anthropologists and other social 
scientists have defined the concept, of course, yet the notion is used differently across these 
disciplines, in turn, influencing their contributions to the study of conflict (Avruch 2008). Yet, 
this difference of definition is not the true challenge to the use of the concept in conflict analysis 
and conflict resolution. The problem, as Avruch points out, “Lies in recognizing that the term 
comes to us from the nineteenth century with different meanings, and these meanings came 
attached to political agendas of one sort or another (Avruch, 1998: 6-9)” So the, what is 
“Culture”? For this work, we will define “Culture” in the way that cultural anthropologists have 
defined the concept, as “a system of knowledge, beliefs and patterns of behaviors that are 
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created, learned, and shared by a group of people” (Guest 2014:35-36). Culture then includes 
shared norms, values and symbols as well as mental maps of reality and structures of power. Our 
understanding of the World is shaped, reinforced, and challenged through culture (Guest 2014). 
In utilizing such a definition of “Culture”, it must be pointed out that this research views 
“Culture” as being both socially learned and inherited. However, as Avruch further points out, 
“definitions of culture tend to proliferate and contend with one another” (Avruch 2008: 168). 
Avruch finds that definitions of “Culture” such as the anthropologically derived one that is being 
used for this research does not address notions of cultural homogeneity (culture as all one thing), 
cultural stability (culture is timeless) or cultural singularity (culture is characterized by a single 
trait) (Avruch 2008: 168-169). Our definition of “Culture” must then, be supplemented to 
include four other important observations, namely that: culture is plural and an individual may 
possess several “cultures” at any given point in their lives; individuals in societies are distributed 
across many sorts of social groupings and any complex society is very likely “multicultural”; 
culture is psychologically distributed within individuals across a population and members of the 
same social grouping do not internalize cultural representations equally; culture is derivative and 
is to some extent always situational, flexible and responsive to the demands of the worlds that 
individuals confront (Avruch 2008: 168-169). To sum up, “Culture” is socially learned and 
shared, plural, distributed across social groupings and derivative.  
How then, does the concept of “Culture” help us to think carefully and in a nuanced way 
about conflict? Firstly, understanding that culture is socially learned, shared and derivative 
allows us to view culture “as an evolved constituent of human cognition and social action. It 
constitutes social worlds for individuals, as it is in turn constituted by those actors in those 
worlds” (Avruch 2008: 170). In understanding this, it is understood that culture is the lens 
through which “differences are refracted, and conflict pursued (Avruch and Black, 1991, 1993). 
Said another way, culture frames the context in which conflict occurs. Culture then, can be 
considered to be a set of interpretive frameworks through which individual actors interpret 
behaviors, assess value, communicate and even understand how they might fight with each other 
(Avruch 2008: 171). Kevin Avruch’s work on culture, ethnic conflict and identity further advises 
that any work on culture’s role in conflict should take time to clearly distinguish differences 
between the concepts of culture and ethnicity, insofar as they both socially constructed categories 
(Avruch 2008: 172). Avruch points out, “The key point here is that social categories such as 
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ethnicity, race, or nationality have a peculiar relationship to culture. They are culture 
“objectified”, projected publicly, and resourcefully deployed by actors for political purposes 
(Avruch 2003)” (Avruch 2008: 172). Understanding this, this research is founded on the 
supposition that meaning making on the part of the actors within any given conflict scenario is 
the site for those socially and situationally formulated set of interpretive frameworks to intersect 
and to, potentially, conflict. Art, then, becomes a way of tapping in to and revealing the 
unconscious “stuff” of culture. 
Conceptual Framework & Research Question 
In qualitative research, the term conceptual framework has come to mean different things. 
Most often, researchers link this term with the visual representation of a study’s organization or 
major theoretical tenets (Ravitch & Riggan 2012: 6). For this study, our conceptual framework is 
more inclusive and includes the interconnected elements of the research process including 
literature, theory and methods that cooperate to form an effective structure to support research on 
the topic as well as an argument as to the appropriateness of this approach (Ravitch & Riggan 
2012). As Maxwell points out:  
“The most important thing to understand about your 
conceptual framework is that it is primarily a conception or model 
of what is out there that you plan to study, and of what is going on 
with these things and why – a tentative theory is to inform the rest 
of your design – to help you access and refine your goals, develop 
realistic and relevant research questions, select appropriate 
methods, and identify potential validity threats to your conclusions. 
It also helps you justify your research” (Maxwell 2005: 33-34).  
This study is about the intersection of the Arts and activism and the place of culture in 
conflict and conflict analysis, particularly as it is a space for resistance and way for one group of 
Kurdish artists in Iraqi Kurdistan to transform peoples’ understanding of politics and their 
relationship to the world around them. Working from within the Arts, and utilizing arts-based 
perspectives, assumes an understanding , on the part of this research, of the importance of 
meaning making within a given cultural context and how meaning translates into ideas and 
behaviors, potentially, producing moments of conflict.  
Transforming Relationships of Power | 15  
 
The Kurds factor significantly both as a key to some of the most critical conflicts in the 
Middle East but also as citizens of the World interacting with a highly global, highly 
interconnected reality. Yet, despite the Kurds’ rise in prominence in global public consciousness, 
the sociocultural anthropology of Iraqi Kurdistan was arguably more robust decades ago than 
presently (King 2014: 6). In pursuing an investigation of ethnographic accounts of Kurdish 
society in Iraq, we are faced with a decided absence of scholarly literature and a significant gap 
in our knowledge. This gap in our understanding also extends to information about Kurdish 
artists in Iraqi Kurdistan, art forms created there or any analysis of such cultural products. 
Devrim Kilic (2005 & 2009), Ozgur Cicek (2012), Tim Kennedy (2007) and Lokman Meho 
(1997), Kurdish studies scholars noted for their work on Kurdish film, have noted that Kurdish 
art is a fairly recent topic for academic scholarship and an examination of the literature on 
Kurdish art forms shows that overall, Kurdish arts have generally been disregarded as sites for 
scholarly inquiry. As I have mentioned earlier, the challenge to writing about Kurdish social 
histories is to search for the hidden, while finding new ways of reading and understanding the 
nuances of the current cultural world of the Kurds (Bahoora 2015:250).   
The conceptual framework for this research is rooted, first, in the knowledge that there is 
a fundamental lack of understanding, in both quantity and quality of information, about the social 
and cultural lives of the Kurds in Northern Iraq that would benefit both scholars and practitioners 
working in the region on issues of policy making, on topics of development and, broadly, in 
illuminating the human condition (Benjamen 2015, Brennemen 2007, King 2014, Kilic 2005 & 
2009, Cicek 2012, Kennedy 2007, Meho 1997). At the same time, this research is also informed 
by the work of conflict transformation scholars like John Paul Lederach (2005) and recognizes 
that conflict is both man-made and dialectic in nature. It is understood that conflict often 
transforms perceptions by focusing attention on the differences between people and interests. 
Understanding the continuous cause and effect nature of conflict, our goal should be to transform 
it, through greater understanding so that important social relationships are not irrevocably 
harmed (Lederach 2005, Ramsbotham 2011). Thusly, this research stands on the presumption 
that an increase in the quantity of information generated, paired with a deeper, more nuanced 
understanding about how and where the real, practical, work of politics is done namely, through 
social and cultural channels, would help to modify or transform conflict for the better.  
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In going forward, these two points pose immediate challenges to the development of both 
the theoretical framework and methodological structure of this study. Typically, traditional 
research designs rely on a substantial review of the literature which would lead to the formation 
of a theoretical framework and subsequent hypothesis which would then be tested in the field. In 
this unique case, however, a traditional approach to understanding resistance, through Art, by 
Kurdish artists in Iraqi Kurdistan would be insufficient. Alda Benjamen’s article “Writing a 
Minority’s History of Iraq”, agrees that finding appropriate sources for research is difficult when 
it comes to research on Iraq’s minorities and that the use of alternative sources, both 
conventional and unconventional is necessary in this type of work (Benjamen 2015: 242-243). 
Scholars such as John Creswell find that grounded theory, developed by American sociologist 
and anthropologist, Barney Glaser and Levi Strauss (1967), is an appropriate and useful approach 
in situations where there is little research or information regarding the subject area (Creswell 
1998, Ravitch & Riggan 2012).Following developments in qualitative research over the past two 
decades including the narrative turn, the emergence and growth of creative nonfiction as well as 
“artists turned qualitative researchers” and researchers with art backgrounds, have promoted the 
power of artistic practice in service of qualitative research (Leavy 2018: 3 of 736 Kindle 
Edition). Arts-based research, or, as scholar Patricia Leavy describes it, “the process of inquiry 
that involves researchers engaging in art making as a way of knowing” allows researchers to tap 
into the power of the arts in order to create new ways of seeing, thinking, and communicating 
(Hesse-Biber & Leavy 2006 & 2008, Leavy 2018, Shank  & Schirch 2008). The use of grounded 
theory and arts-based research are uniquely suited to reflect the idiosyncratic nature of this study 
and are approaches that are able to be flexible and responsive to emergent phenomena and new 
understandings encountered in the field.  
Combining these theoretical frames, this research asks: 
How are Iraqi Kurdish artists contesting notions of tradition, history and the nation? What 
does an examination of the process of making art; starting from the site of production, to the 
artwork’s visual content, to where it meets its audience, tell us about how relationships of power 
are being negotiated, transformed or contested? 
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An analysis of Kurdish visual art as they are connected to a wider set of cultural, political and 
social conditions will: 1) reveal how the socio-ideological and political movements of the Kurds, 
as a minority, have positioned Kurdish nationalism  socially, elevating Kurdish issues to the 
larger national and international spheres; 2) demonstrate the struggle of a society, across social 
classes, religious groups and political parties, to reclaim its history (and culture) from the past  3) 
and demonstrate the intersectional (Crenshaw 1993, 2016) nature of the struggle to construct 
narratives and histories still to be written that include the Kurds and a particular collective 
Kurdish memory for generations to come.  
Ultimately, research of this nature will add to our understanding of Iraq’s minorities and 
supply information for a more nuanced understanding of state and nation building in Iraq that 
includes greater complexity. Further, this research will aid in developing a greater understanding 
of the depth and breathe of the popular art forms through which artists are working in Iraqi 
Kurdistan and will move towards a richer articulation of how the Arts might function in the 
analysis of conflict. 
Theoretical Framework & Research Methods 
In framing the need to learn, that is to say, needing to know what to look for and where to 
look for it, it seems self-evident that one would utilize the prior, collective expertise of a variety 
of experts in order to structure one’s research (Ravitch & Riggan 2012: 3). Drawing knowledge 
from a variety of disciplines, this research is interdisciplinary and utilizes approaches from the 
fields of art history, international relations, conflict transformation and the emergent, 
transdisciplinary approach of arts-based research. This dissertation is also solidly grounded in 
anthropological perspectives and methods including historical particularism, grounded theory 
and ethnographic methods. It engages the areas of anthropology and conflict transformation at 
the point where these contiguous fields are engaging in the exploration of the cultural and artistic 
dimensions of conflict through the Arts and the utilization of arts-based perspectives and 
research (Shank 2004, Schirch 2014, Shank & Schirch 2008, Lederach 2005, Ramsbotham 
2011). This research utilizes the visual arts as a lens for exploration into the marginalized 
histories of the Kurds in Iraq. Placing the practices of Kurdish visual and conceptual artists 
working in Iraqi Kurdistan within the historical context of the Iraqi state, this research 
investigates the ways in which these artists are coming together to make art in a way that reflects 
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and confronts the hard questions of a society that is negotiating traditional social and 
governmental institutions within the bounds of a troubled federated state (Shakir 2017). 
Historical Particularism 
Informed by the work of anthropologist Franz Boas, this research recognizes that the 
practices of Kurdish visual artists working in Iraqi Kurdistan today are operating within a context 
that is historically particular and located within a unique set of historical events that have 
produced particular artistic expressions (Boas 1966).Considering resistance and activism on the 
part of one group of Kurdish artists in Iraqi Kurdistan becomes one aspect of a society that will 
be studied within a particular historical moment in time. The complex contemporary context of 
Kurdistan within the Iraqi Federation, then, must be understood as a dynamic process of social, 
cultural, political and economic relationships that have been deeply impacted by protracted 
conflict in the region, while at the same time, negotiating an uncertain future of self-
determination within Iraq and the Middle East. In this way, and within the time constraints of 
this study, it is understood that this moment in time is unique, not only to this community, but to 
its specific social, geographical and political context and its unique historical process. Historical 
particularism as a perspective that places a high value on conducting research through fieldwork, 
where cultural traits can be explained in specific cultural contexts instead of in broad reference. 
This study, necessarily, will be highly local. I do not attempt to immediately create broadly 
generalizable theory, but will work to illuminate key themes and concepts from the data 
collected in an effort to excavate information that may suggest new paths to take in research in 
this area. 
Grounded Theory  
Creswell has noted the appropriateness and the usefulness of utilizing grounded theory in 
situations where there is little research or information regarding the subject area (Creswell 1998). 
Like historical particularism, the tradition of grounded theory places a high value on conducting 
research through fieldwork. Further influenced by the anthropological traditions of Levi Strauss, 
this research emphasizes a preference for treating theory as something that emerges out of the 
collection and analysis of data (Glaser & Strauss 1967, Bryman 2012: 387).  Glaser and Strauss’ 
work, The Discovery of Grounded Theory (1967), challenged the ruling methodological 
assumptions of the time – namely, positivism. It was in this work that these ground breaking 
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authors first advocated developing theories from research that was grounded in data rather than 
deducing testable hypotheses from existing theories and articulated these strategies and 
(Charmaz 2006:4). Grounded theory, as a methodological approach, is useful for uncovering 
patterns in the data for the interpretation of data for the potential development of theory. 
Interpretation, then, is key. Culture can be considered to be a set of interpretive frameworks. 
Through these interpretive frameworks, individual actors interpret behaviors, assess value, 
communicate and even understand how they might fight with each other (Avruch 2008: 171). 
Understanding that interpretation of meaning in conflict situations is critical, this research is 
founded on the supposition that meaning making on the part of the actors within any given 
conflict scenario is the site for those socially and situationally formulated set of interpretive 
frameworks to intersect and to, potentially, conflict. Art, then, becomes a way of tapping in to 
and revealing the unconscious “stuff” of culture.  
Ethnography 
 
Grounded theory and ethnography are two research methodologies that both emphasize 
the importance of observation within the process of fieldwork as a tool for gathering data. 
Charmaz suggests that there is a difference between the two and that observation in ethnography 
allows for more inclusive and holistic views whereas the observer in grounded theory is 
concerned with the details of only one aspect of the research (Charmaz 2006: 21). Said another 
way, grounded theory allows for the narrow study of a relationship or process whereas 
ethnography concerns itself with “the round of life” (Charmaz 2006: 21). Ultimately, both utilize 
observation in the field and are often used to understand relationships in terms of action-
interaction as well as process. For this research, both grounded theory and ethnography are 
utilized in tandem for their shared ability to observe in order the gather data to understand 
relationships. Grounded theorists start with data, presumably collected through ethnography. It’s 
something of an anthropological chicken-or-egg question – which came first? The idea for this 
study came during early visits to the field and being open to what was happening. Over 
subsequent visits to the field, information was gathered broadly within the extended field of all 
of the arts occurring within that environment. As patterns began to emerge, research focus was 
narrowed and refined – ethnography and grounded theory operating in tandem and referring each 
to the other. Rooted in first-hand observation, ethnography has given a broad context for this 
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research while grounded theory has helped this research to recognize patterns and to develop 
categories and concepts from questions firmly grounded in the data itself.  
Arts-based Research 
 
Arts-based research, also known as ABR, is also well suited to “come at things 
differently” in order to ask new questions, develop new insights or to excavate new terrain. 
“While the arts are worthy unto themselves, purely for the sake of artistic expression and cultural 
enrichment, they are also invaluable to research communities across the disciplines”, states arts-
based research scholar, Patricia Leavy (Leavy 2018: 3 of 736 Kindle Edition). Arts-based 
research or “ABR” is an approach that combines the tenets of the creative arts, involves 
researchers engaging in art making as a way of knowing and involves the decision to use art as a 
way to respond to particular questions. In this respect, Art is considered to be a way of knowing 
and approached as something that is widely accessible and available to every person (Leavy 
2009, 2015; McNiff 2013, 2014). Arts-based research may involve a range of different 
disciplines. In doing so, it seeks a broad and varied base of knowledge by which to respond to 
problems while not being constrained to fixed protocols. Conducting research in this manner, 
arts-based researchers aspire to dissolve artificial disciplinary boundaries that hinder a 
researcher’s creativity and ability to problem-solve. Principles in arts-based research align with 
the dominant principles in qualitative, anthropological methods and perspectives that have been 
mentioned here – historical particularism, grounded theory and ethnography. Leavy notes that 
Arts-based research practices are holistic and participatory and are particularly useful for 
research that aims, “To describe, explore, or discover, or that require attention to processes” 
(Leavy 2018: 3 of 736 Kindle Edition). Arts-based practices, like grounded theory and 
ethnography are able to get at multiple meanings, and focuses attention on meaning making.  
For this research, Arts-based research perspectives are useful because such perspectives 
place value on art making and understands art-making as a site where meaning is made, 
understood and negotiated through processes and through relationships. Arts-based research, like 
anthropological research, is based in the understanding of holism – the parts of the whole are in 
intimate interconnection with one another. These perspectives are highly compatible. This 
integration of disciplinary perspectives has the potential to expand disciplinary understanding but 
also to marry practice and theory (Leavy 2018 & 2015, McNiff 2013 & 2014). Also for this 
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research, Arts-based perspectives allows us the ability to borrow informative perspectives from 
the fields of Art –History and Arts-based peacebuilding.  
Art-History Three Sited Analysis 
 
Engaging the visual images produced by Iraqi Kurdish artists allow us into an “other” 
space and offers us the possibility of excavating cultural, social and historical information. 
Influenced by art historian Erwin Panofsky’s work on iconographic/iconological analysis, I am 
suggesting that one thinks about the agency of the image, considers the social practices and 
effects of its viewing, and reflects on the specificity of that viewing by various audiences 
(Panofsky 1972, D’Alleva 2012, Rose 2012). Visual imagery is never innocent; it is always 
constructed through various practices, technologies and knowledges. To uncover this 
information, we must engage each visual event at three important stages: the Site of Production; 
the Site of the Image itself and the Audiencing. The Site of Production is where an image is made 
and the circumstances of the work’s production may contribute towards the effect it has. 
Secondly, the Site of the Image itself, which is its visual content; its symbols but also the 
technologies and social practices that have created it. Finally, the site where the image 
encounters its spectators or users is referred to as its Audiencing – where an image’s meanings 
are made, negotiated, or rejected (Panofsky 1972, D’Alleva 2012, Rose 2012). In considering 
these three sites, we must also consider the modalities within each of these sites including an 
image’s technology, composition, social relationships and its author (Rose 2012:20-26). It is 
tricky to pull apart each of these sites and modalities as they are exceedingly intertwined and 
categories overlap with each other. To explain this point a bit further, let’s consider this image of 
a bird by famous Kurdish artist, Ismail Khayat (Figure 1) through the three sited analysis. 
During my fieldwork, I had the opportunity to engage with artist Ismail Khayat and his 
wife, Gaziza, an accalimed actress, writer and director in her own right, on several occassions 
both at his home studio and out at public art events. During prelimianry visits to Kurdistan, when 
I asked which artists I should be working with for this study, Ismail Khayat’s name was the very 
first to come up. Bakhtyar Saeed and Rzgar O. Ali mention the importance of Ismail Khayat in 
their book Visions of the Kurdish Plastic Art (2013), “The coming of Ismail Khayyat to the city, 
in the beginning of sixties, had a very big influence on the art movement of the city. He was able 
to gather a big number of students and art lovers around him; some of whom has continued and 
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became very good artists “(Saeed & Ali 2013: 57). Mamosta (teacher) Ismail, “mamosta” being a 
honorific to denote Khayat’s high social status in the art world to include the fact that he was a 
teacher or inspiration of many of today’s artists, is something of an icon in Kurdish art circles. 
After twenty-four years of sevice in the public schools in Sulaimani, Khayat served as the Plastic 
Arts Director in the Ministry of Culture for the Kurdistan Regional Government, eventually 
becoming the Plastic Arts supervisor for all public school activities in the Sulaimani area (Saeed 
& Ali 2013: 211). 
 
Figure 3 Image by artist Ismail Khayat. Photo used with permission from the artist. 
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This image was made in the artist’s studio, though he has been known to create large 
installations, to sketch while traveling and to also slump down on the stairs to his house, and 
sketch furiously, over any piece of available surface when an idea hits him in the moment. 
Khayat favors utilizing materials that have been discarded and has been known to use old paper, 
old toilet paper rolls, bits of wood and, most famously, rocks (Figure 1, Chapter 1) for his 
canvas. While it is not readily apparent from the image presented here, the paper that this image 
is on is handmade, made by the artist, from bits and pieces of leftover paper. It has a chewed, 
pulpy, papier-mâché quality that is both rustic in texture, but which threatens to fall apart in your 
hands if handled too much. Khayat, first puts down multiple, successive layers of water-color, 
one after the other. In this image, we can see the layers of yellow-gold, clay, copper and hints of 
ochre and dusky lavender that have been applied to the paper, dried and then again applied, 
giving the color a rich depth and a murky quality that is a characteristic of Khayyat’s use of 
color. Even when he uses bright, vibrant colors, the papier-mâché-like paper together with the 
layers upon layers of carefully placed watercolors give Khayyat’s works, a timeworn quality that 
seems to speak of an artifact that has come down to us through a history that is filled with 
entombed knowledge and shrouded secrets. After the layers of watercolor are applied and dried, 
Khayat begins the painstaking process of drawing in the images. The bird motif and his face or 
mask motif, with their distorted expressions and mishapen parts are now iconic logos associated 
with him. The distortion of the images is intended to express the suffering of the Kurdish people 
and their bitter experiences over generations of deprivation, torture and slaughter. The bird motif, 
paticualry birds that appear distorted, disassembled and invarious states of suffering or dieing are 
popular motifs in the works of today’s Kurdish visual artist in Iraq. Reference to suffering or 
dieing birds in works of art by Kurdish artists is a direct reference to the chemical attacks 
associated with the Anfal campaign that were perpetrated against the Kurds. These attacks 
happened in the mid to late 1980s. The effects of the chemicals were felt by the animals and 
birds, to also include destruction of the land itself. While there is no conclusive documentation to 
prove that, the “suffering bird motif” (my own term), originated with Ismail Khayat, there is 
certain evidence to suggest that he is indeed the author. Khayyat’s body of work is preoccupied 
with the suffering of the Kurds as a people. The head of the bird is positioned prominently in the 
center of the image and the motif is repeated over and over again in different itierations. He 
draws in these minitature, birds, fish, fish-like-birds, disassembled parts of birds, tiny faces, dots, 
Transforming Relationships of Power | 24  
 
lines and geometric shapes in with a fine point, black sharpie. Like the layers of watercolor, this 
too is done in multiple sittings over time and we can see, the image is loaded with volumes of 
tiny, even microscopic, details.  
Pieces, such as this one are highly labor intensive, yet small and highly portable. Overall, 
this piece is not very large, not even the size of a piece of notebook paper. The many visitors to 
Khayat’s home studio, often European visitors to Kurdistan, are able to purchase pieces of 
Khayat’s work to take them with them in their suit cases. Mamosta Ismail has received acclaim 
in Europe and, to a lesser extent, the United States, and is regualrly invited to present his work. 
During my time in Kurdistan, Mamosta Ismail gave me copious amounts of literature about his 
work along with some of his famous “little rocks” he often gifts to visitors. On reviewing the 
various brochures and small news articles about his work in Europe, it is interesting to note that 
Khayat’s work has been contextualized within frames of Kurdishness, genocide, human rights 
and refugees. Articles written by European sources describe Khayat’s work as, “The 
characteristics of Ismail’s drawn faces are distinguishable in the sense that they’re typical 
examples of Kurdish expressionism”, ( https://goo.gl/o8BNMp) and have described him as the, 
“Picasso of Iraq”, (https://goo.gl/BcRjD8).  However, over the five years spent researching the 
visual arts in Iraqi Kurdistan, I did not meet one artist who was even willing to suggest that there 
were typical or unifying themes, colors, motifs or organizations by which we could talk about a 
thing called “Kurdish Art”, much less one who would by confident using a phrase like “typical 
examples of Kurdish expressionism”. In settings outside of Kurdistan, Khayat’s work has not 
been contextualized alongside the work of European expressionists, cubists or abstractionists. 
Instead, Khayat’s work is typically cloistered within notions of Kurdish ethnicty and stateless-
ness.   
We could certainly spend a great deal more time on an analysis of this particular image 
by Ismail Khayat. Nonetheless, it becomes apparent it this brief treatment that by applying a 
three sited analysis to this image, including a concern for the Site of Production, the Site of the 
Image and its Audiencing, to include the modalities within each of these sites including an 
image’s technology, composition, social relationships and its author (Rose 2012:20-26), we must 
consider who, what, when, where and how. Said another way, in applying a three sited analysis 
to a given piece of work allows us insight into the backstage machinations from which the work 
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was formulated. In this way, we are able to go beyond the visual expression at the Site of the 
Image, and tap into the work’s context, particualry those relationships of power held between 
indivudals and within groups but also those relationships with ideologies and instituions. In 
chapters three and four, I talk specifically about work presented in the the art shows Visible 
Body/ InVisible Body, the Clamor Project and Tekist. As in this brief analysis of the Ismail 
Khayat image, in future chapters I will focus more attention on the Site of Production though I 
do address aspects of the Site of the Image and its Audiencing since they cannot be removed from 
a thorough analysis. I do this because this research is grounded in the idea that successful 
conflict resolution has a foundation in culture and this research is preoccupied with generating a 
deeper, more nuanced understanding about how and where the real, practical, work of politics is 
done namely, through social and cultural channels, at the level of the individual and group 
interactions. It should be noted that in Chapter Five, entitled, There Is No Kurdish Art, we will 
engage in a deeper discussion of the Audiencing of the work in these shows in relationship to 
conversations about what constitutes “Art”, who can claim to be artist and who can claim a voice 
within public discourses about politics and society in Iraqi Kurdistan. 
Approaching the visual in this way is incredibly helpful for research since we must 
consider the context as well as the agency of the image. In this way, the critical visual analysis of 
the artwork produced by these artists has the unique ability to not only allow us glimpses into the 
interior of a belief system but also to afford us the opportunity to consider the carefully 
cultivated intersections of ethnicity, class, gender, age grouping and other social forces that come 
together to produce the work. Importantly, for this research, utilizing this three sited approach 
directed the emphasis to these three sites instead of being concerned only about what was being 
presented in the image. Considering both the production of the image and the audience allowed 
for this research to recognize that the artwork was embedded in a larger system of interconnected 
processes and power relationships. It significantly expanded the perspective of this research to 
consider that the truly interesting stories in this context were in how artists were contesting 
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Arts-based Peacebuilding and Conflict Analysis 
 
The following chapters in this work will focus attention on each of the four Shank and 
Schirch approaches described in their article “Strategic Arts-Based Peacebuilding” as a way to 
frame an analysis of Art and art making in Iraqi Kurdistan as it reveals patterns of socio-political 
events and behaviors there. The four distinct, arts-based approaches to peacebuilding are 
presented as methods to be applied to a given conflict scenario that would help people to prevent, 
reduce or transform the effects of violent conflict. The authors meet those engaged in 
peacebuilding work at the moment of intervention and aim to strategically categorize approaches 
utilizing the arts into themes and tasks while helping peacebuilders to decide what approaches 
are most useful and when (Shank & Schirch 2008: 3). These approaches then, are, inherently, 
prescriptive in nature. As stated earlier, this research is founded on the idea that culture is the 
foundation of conflict and that meaning making on the part of the actors within any given 
conflict scenario is the site for potential conflict. For this study, Art, becomes a way of tapping in 
to and revealing the unconscious “stuff” of culture by which we might view emergence (Elder-
Vass 2010) in nascent, state-like entities like Iraqi Kurdistan. This research and the approaches 
within, are, inherently elicitive in nature, seeking to gather, understand and interpret.  
Scholarly work on prescriptive and elicitive approaches have often represented these 
approaches as an opposing binaries. However, there is certainly room for mutual, beneficial 
interaction between the perspectives that can inform every stage of conflict analysis, resolution 
and peacebuilding. In particular, what about those looking to understand a conflict in a nuanced 
manner that might be useful for work in resolution and peacebuilding? Can research that 
recognizes the existence of distinctive cultural understandings of conflict and those that also look 
to its resolution through the clarification, elucidation, and enhancement through reflection and 
dialogue be informed by those approaches that assume universal modes of conflict resolution 
(Young 1998: 211)? Of course, in practice, prescriptive and elicitive approaches have elements 
of the other within them. In the case of this research, the intent was not to intervene, but to better 
understand the complex set of variables that have come to create the present situation in Iraqi 
Kurdistan and the multiple levels of conflicts there. In fact the need for greater and more 
nuanced cultural knowledge, to include an understanding of conflict, about the Kurds in Iraq is 
one of the important assumptions that this work was built on. Interestingly, this research has 
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found that these four prescriptive approaches are contextually ambidextrous and may be utilized 
as theoretical models for the analysis and interpretation of conflict. This realization came when I 
first engaged the “Strategic Arts-Based Peacebuilding” (Shank & Schirch 2008) article and was 
struck how, first, though these approaches did not apply themselves in every aspect to this 
research context and second, though they were prescriptive in nature, they still offered valuable 
insights into the events and behaviors I was witnessing when used as a lens.  
Let me give you an example. In Chapter Three, Contesting Histories Through Art, I use the 
Shank and Schirch, Reducing Direct Violence, approach. This approach, predominately focuses 
attention of efforts on the part of state-based legal and judicial systems and the military, as well 
as civilian peacekeeping efforts. The intention of programs that seek to reduce direct violence is, 
ultimately, to interrupt the cycle of violence. These types of programs lay the foundation for 
further peacebuilding by preventing victimization, restraining offenders, and by creating safe 
space (Schirch: 2014 Kindle Locations 365-368). Finally, efforts that reduce direct violence seek 
to create safe space for cooling down and for preparing for other approaches to peacebuilding 
(Schirch 2014: Kindle Locations 380 - 386). The Reducing Direct Violence approach emphasizes 
efforts on the level of state-based legal and judicial systems and the military, however, civilian 
peacekeeping efforts can also be implemented. Shank & Schirch find that, “Artists working to 
reduce direct violence can interrupt the cycle of emotional, spiritual, physical, and/or 
psychological violence through visual, literary, performance, and/or movement art forms”. Using 
the Arts, advocates can create a safe space for victims of violence as well as create the potential 
to curtail further conflict (Shank & Schirch 2008: 5). If we are going to use this approach to elicit 
instead of prescribe, we must distinguish the main elements, considering the intended outcomes 
first and ask ourselves, if, where and when do we see these elements. This approach attempts to 
interrupt the cycle of violence and lay the groundwork for future peacebuilding by restraining, 
preventing and creating. These peace-building processes aim to interrupt the cycle of violence by 
1) restraining perpetrators, 2) preventing further victimization and by 3) creating a safe space for 
peacebuilding activities or alternative approaches (Shank & Schirch 2008: 5, Schirch 2014). To 
use this an elicitive model in the case of Iraqi Kurdistan, we see that a highly effective legal and 
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judicial system that would to do the work of restraining, preventing and creating is lacking. 
Civilians cannot depend of these institutions restrain perpetrators or to interrupt a cycle of 
violence. In that, it helps us to see that, in this context, we are faced with systems and institutions 
that continue to perpetuate structural and cultural violence.  
Most of the literature on art and arts-based perspectives in conflict, including the work of 
Shank and Schirch, that this research has engaged, come from a prescriptive approach and meet 
the conflict at the point of intervention. These focus on utilizing arts methods to enable 
participants to progress their own conflict resolution process through increasing their skills and 
capacity, often for therapeutic ends, and only elicit cultural information from those impacted by 
conflict insofar as there may be intercultural conflict between trainer/facilitators and participants 
(Loode 2011: 56-68). Lesser discussed, in the literature, is how one might use the arts as a 
microscope to look inside a culture, at the cellular level, to see intracultural conflict. On this 
aspect, Shank and Schirch offer more hidden gold to be mined. Within their article, the authors 
offer a number of examples of groups and organizations that, “Illustrate the intersection between 
the arts and peacebuilding” (Shank & Schirch 2008: 1). All of these examples, like public murals 
in Mexico, hip hop activism in the United States and Tanzania, point to the work of art and 
artists that address intracultural conflicts within their own societies like corruption, class 
difference and joblessness. Though that feature is not expressly exhibited in the article these 
examples demonstrate this important element to consider. 
Finding these additional aspects was a pleasant bit of serendipity in the way that Lederach 
describes serendipity within the peacebuilding journey as a flow and adaptability that allows for 
the possibility of gaining insight and understanding from unplanned occurrences while keeping 
our goals in mind (Lederach 2005 & Maiese http://www.beyondintractability.org). This bit of 
serendipity has allowed this research to modify the tools Shank and Schirch offer and to use 
them as framework to describe and analyze the phenomena presented. At this point, one might 
ask, why would I intentionally use the Shank and Schirch approaches in these clearly unintended 
ways? In many ways, the situation I describe was because of the lack of theoretical tools to guide 
this research, specifically in the context of Iraqi Kurdistan, was, itself, a conflict. However this 
conflict presented a moment to recognize new possibilities in order to create what does not yet 
Transforming Relationships of Power | 29  
 
exist (Lederach 2005). I was further informed and encouraged by the arts and arts-based 
perspectives and the work of social scientists, like John Paul Lederach, that recognize the need 
for multiple lens with which to see past the immediate problems to be able to view the deeper 
relationship patterns that form the context of the conflict. It is in addressing these deeper 
relationship patterns that we might create a platform to address the content, the context, and the 
structure of the relationship in order to find creative responses and solutions (Lederach 1995, 
Maiese http://www.beyondintractability.org ). If we consider our day to day lives and the 
everyday tools we use, it is not so strange to consider using a tool, in this case, a theoretical tool, 
in a different or unintended manner. For instance, let’s say that there is a glass sitting on my desk 
in which I keep multiple pencils. The glass was intended to hold a beverage, perhaps, but in this 
case it is holding pencils. I take one of those pencils out of the glass and, quickly wrapping my 
long hair on top of my head, use that pencil to secure my hair out of face. With my hair now out 
of my face, I notice an insect racing across my desk. I quickly grab the glass, spilling out all of 
the pencils and squash the insect with the heavy bottomed glass. It is doubtful that any of these 
situations seem exceptional and I do not imagine that anyone would insist that I could only use 
the glass for holding beverages. We could certainly argue that the intended purpose of the glass 
is to hold, contain, enclose, collect and restrain. However, the glass has also demonstrated an 
alternative nature as an effective tool to kill insects.  
Understanding the expressive power of the arts and wanting to use these arts-based tools for 
understanding, this research began by distinguish the main elements of each of the Shank and 
Schirch approaches, considering the assumptions behind the approach and the intended outcomes 
first. For example, utilizing the Transforming Relationships approach, we know from the authors 
that this method seeks to transform relationships that have been damaged through conflict. We 
understand, then, that the assumption underlying this approach is that “conflict damages 
relationships”. With this assumption and utilizing a grounded theoretical approach, we can 
observe a wide range of behaviors in the field and begin to ask - do we see regularly occurring 
patterns wherein relationships have been damaged by conflict? Though I have used this tool in a 
manner not intended by its creators, by first teasing out the main elements of the approach, I 
have sought to remain true to the nature of approach which understands that “conflict damages 
relationships”. Using these approaches in an “upside down” manner, not as methods to be 
Transforming Relationships of Power | 30  
 
applied in a prescriptive manner but as theoretical models, reveals that activities and 
characteristics associated with all four of the Shank and Schirch approaches present themselves 
for consideration in the work associated with the production of art in Iraqi Kurdistan.  
Utilizing the Shank and Schirch approaches in an unintended manner helped to further 
highlight interesting potential sites to consider within the research. For example, the authors' 
examples of arts-based peacebuilding predominately centers on efforts and groups that have been 
conscientiously organized and are both methodical and strategic in their actions. Shank and 
Schirch specifically define the "strategic" nature of such organizations as, " conceptually 
grounded, coordinated with other forms of peacebuilding approaches, infused with a long-term 
perspective vis-à-vis the nature of social change, and serious about evaluating their effectiveness 
and impact" (Shank & Schirch 2008: 2). One successful example that is described in the article is 
the Animating Democracy program, a program that brings national visibility to the arts for 
change work and demonstrates the public value of creative work that contributes to social change 
and part of a healthy democracy (http://www.animatingdemocracy.org/about). In the context of Iraqi 
Kurdistan, however, formally organized groups of individuals conscientiously coming together 
to utilize arts-based approaches strategically, for peacebuilding, are largely absent. What is more 
common are small, informal and temporary groupings of artists, in addition to individual artists, 
who come together to work on specific projects that may or may not address political or national 
questions. Bakhtyar Saeed's work supports this notion and suggests that such loose groupings 
seem to be a pattern that has been present for some time. Well-known artist Ali Jola recounts 
that, "We were a small group of artists working together, even without making any groups, 
because we were small in a small number. After the seventies, some groups were established, 
depending on friendship and style" (Saeed 2013: 62). Artist Qadir Mirkhan, in the same work, 
corroborates Jola’s account, "When we talk about groups, they must have something in common, 
something to gather them, such as notion or style; they also must have some kind of chart. In 
such specifics, we didn't have any groups" (Saeed 2013: 62). Here, Jola and Mirkhan are 
speaking specifically about groups that might have been brought together through a link to a 
common artistic style or common school of artistic thought, and labeled under a title like 
“Kurdish expressionists”. Nonetheless, Jola and Mirkhan’s comments suggest an artistic 
community that is both disparate and dispersed. 
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The presence of disparate and dispersed efforts at the level of the individual and group 
within the art world in Iraqi Kurdistan reflect the disparate and dispersed social and political 
landscape of Iraqi Kurdistan. In this case, micro levels of society reflect the macro levels of 
society. At the macro level, Iraqi Kurdistan is characterized by differences in language, regional 
affiliation, and religion to also include tribal and kinship ties that have transmuted into the 
groups that form today’s political parties. As another example of these disparities, we can look to 
the Kurdish Regional Government, which is far from being a cohesive and unified institution. 
The Kurdish referendum on independence held in September 2017, initiated by President 
Mazoud Barzani, head of the KDP (Kurdistan Democratic Party), demonstrated that there was 
not full support among the different Kurdish parties to go forward with the referendum. Instead 
some, particularly members of the PUK (Patriotic Union of Kurdistan) saw it as a move by 
Barzani to attempt to strengthen his position. 
In addition, a case of disparate and dispersed efforts, such as this one, points to the need for 
approaches that are flexible. If we consider some of the differences between prescriptive and 
elicitive approaches, we know that, “In the prescriptive model, knowledge transfer is vested in an 
“expert” trainer, who is responsible for the content and process of the workshop and transfer of 
this expert knowledge to the participants. Their main responsibility is to receive the knowledge 
and to improve their own conflict resolution skills through practicing the models and processes 
presented by the trainer” (Loode 2011: 68). Prescriptive models are not preoccupied with 
understanding and interpreting and are not suited to rapidly changing contexts. In addition, this 
type of approach to peacebuilding often only acknowledges cultural difference as an add-on to 
the process model presented, instead of acknowledging it as the ground in which potential 
conflict is rooted (Loode 2011: 68) as is acknowledge here in this research. Elicitive models 
validate the knowledge of participants and recognizes that the “implicit indigenous knowledge 
about ways of being and doing is a valued resource for creating and sustaining appropriate 
models of conflict resolution in a given setting” (Lederach 1995: 56, Loode 2011: 72).  In the 
absence of more formally organized, peacebuilding-focused groups, we are presented with an 
opportunity to engage with these conceptual tools in a new and creative way that allows us to 
observe work in the arts outside of formal organizations and ask – what does this work reveal 
about conflicts within this society and what aspects of this work lends itself to potential 
peacebuilding? Utilizing these approaches as a theoretical models, we can engage the work of 
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local artists to look beneath the surface of political and social rhetoric. In doing so, we are able to 
recognize that social, political and economic relationships have been deeply impacted by 
protracted conflict in the region and that there are multiple latent, local conflicts present though 
the immediacy of direct conflict has diminished. In the forthcoming chapters, we will discuss 
each of the four approaches, their important elements and how this research adapted each 
approach to create a unique and useful theoretical tool.  
Research In The Field 
 
 
Figure 4 Suleimani Culture Hall and theatre. Photo by author.2 
 
Preliminary Field Research - The idea for this research originated when I first visited the 
city of Sulaimani, Iraqi Kurdistan, in the summer of 2013. One of the major cities in both the 
Kurdistan region of Iraq, Sulaimani has nurtured the writers, actors, poets, painters and 
                                                          
2 The Kurdish language utilizes both Arabic and Latin scripts. In this chapter, Kurdish words and names are 
transliterated from Kurdish to the closet spelling in English, without the use of Kurdish diacritics. Transliterated 
spellings of the same name often have multiple spellings. For example, the Kurdish city of Sulaimani may also 
appear as "Slemani," or by its Arabic pronunciation, "Sulaymaniyah". When quoting another author, spelling 
remains as it appeared in the original text or as spelled by the organization using the term/name. 
 
Transforming Relationships of Power | 33  
 
musicians of Kurdistan since its founding in 1784 (http://bot.gov.krd/sulaimaniya-
province/sulaimaniya). Today, the city has a vibrant cultural scene with an active media, 
numerous book shops, multiple museums, universities and arts institutes. The University of 
Sulaimani in particular boasts an impressive College of Fine Arts that includes the Department of 
Music and the Department of Plastic Arts. The College of Fine Arts has grown to include PhD 
studies in Painting, Sculpture and Ceramics, and in 2016, hosted the first Sulaimani International 
Film Festival which opened in conjunction with the opening of the Department of Film. It was at 
that time, in 2013, that I was first introduced to some of the most well-known artists in Kurdistan 
through connections through local friends in the area. Some of these artists included Ismail 
Khayat, Wahby Rasul and Essa Omar. All famous working artists and also well-respected 
teachers. Also during that visit, I was able to make my first connections to faculty in the Social 
Sciences Department at the American University of Iraq, Sulaimani. It was during this first visit 
to Kurdistan that I became very interested in Kurdish art, all aspects of it, painting, sculpture, 
music, theatre and literature. In addition to talking with artists, I was able to visit a handful of 
book stores and the popular Zamwa Gallery. At these various spots, I was able to acquire some 
texts and other literature including gallery guides and promotional literature featuring local 
artists and their work as well as the English-language texts, Visions of the Kurdish Plastic Art 
(2013) by Bakhtyar Saeed’s and Rebwar Saeed Rashed’s Out of Kurdish Soil: The Artwork of 
Rebwar Rashed and the Museum of Modern Art, Sulaimania (2012) as well as two Kurdish-
language texts that Wahby Rasul gave to me.  
It was also during this first visit that I began to ask questions, formed from my own 
observations and interactions with the artistic community about the art and the artists I was 
engaging. Some of these questions included: What are the distinguishing characteristics of 
Kurdish art? What are the different histories of the different genres like theatre, painting or 
music? Beyond talking about the genocide of the Anfal and Kurdish suffering, what other topics 
are these artists engaging in their work?  
Later in 2015, with the help of the PhD Program in International Conflict Management at 
Kennesaw State University, I was able to return to Sulaimani to conduct preliminary fieldwork 
during the summer months of June and July. This visit allowed me to begin to refine questions 
that emerged from the data gathered during my visit in 2013. While conducting fieldwork during 
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my 2015 visit, I focused my research broadly on the greater arts scene in the city of Sulaimani to 
include musicians, painters and actors – waiting to see what the artists, regardless of genre, 
would present and what interesting patterns or themes might emerge from within the data itself. 
Conducting numerous unstructured and semi-structured interviews in addition to participant 
observations, this visit to the field allowed me to focus on gathering more foundation 
information about the artistic community. I refer to information during this phase of the research 
as “foundation” to include: demographic information about the artists; general understanding and 
knowledge of the iconology presented within the visual arts and a rough historical timeline of the 
visual arts in Iraqi Kurdistan. Imagine for a moment that instead of working with Kurdish artists, 
I was working with French artists. Before going in to the field, I would have had substantial 
literature about the history of French art, significant artists, important movements and more 
available to me in the literature. This is not the case with Kurdish art in Iraq. In the absence of 
literature about the topics previously listed, it was critical for me to first build the resources I 
would need to support the research to come.  
During the 2013 and 2015 visits, I sought, to gain increasing access to Kurdish artists by 
engaging in numerous rapport-building activities that allowed for the building of a large chain-
referral system of leads and information. Visits over meals and copious amounts of strong 
Kurdish tea, conversations with local friends with connections to the art scene, as well as the 
artists themselves yielded a number of benefits. All of these activities allowed me to build 
greater rapport with my consultants and to gain a better understanding of the depth and breathe 
of popular art forms in Kurdistan. In addition, this time allowed me to also begin to understand 
some of the important issues pervading society that are also presenting themselves in the art 
work.  
Sample Group - While conducting preliminary fieldwork, I conducted numerous 
unstructured and semi-structured interviews with musicians, visual artists, writers and actors. 
Ultimately, I chose to work with the visual artists for a number of reasons. Compared to the 
musicians, writers and actors that I spoke with, there were several more visual artists, painters, 
sculptors and conceptual artists who were available and interested in participating my research. 
Overall, I found this group to be highly self-reflexive in speaking about their work. In addition, 
all of them were connected to the internet and able to function through email and social media. 
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Most all of these individuals made themselves available to return messages and respond to my 
questions in a conscientious way. In addition to being engaging and accessible, most all of the 
visual artists had ties to the University of Sulaimani. This was also important because, initially,  I 
was interested understanding the construction of the dominant Kurdish nationalist narrative at the 
level of the Kurdish political elite in the process of legitimating their claims for autonomy, for 
power sharing on a national level and for international guarantees of Kurdish rights (Mlodoch 
2012 Kindle Edition: 218-219). All of the visual artists were social and cultural elites, having 
benefit of higher education abroad and functioning as teachers at the university and college 
levels. Socially, these were the individuals who were supported by and regularly intermingled 
with political elites.  
All of the artists included in this research have had advanced schooling including college 
while many have also spent time in Europe where they may have earned their graduate degree or 
have had the opportunity to exhibit their work. Most all of the artists interviewed for this work 
are now or have at one time been art teachers at the college or university level. At this junction of 
Academia and Art, the field is dominated by males ranging in age from their mid-twenties to 
their mid-seventies with the majority of the artists being in their late-twenties to mid-forties. Like 
their male counterparts, the female artists in this study ranged in age from their mid-twenties to 
their mid-seventies with the majority of the female artists being in their late-twenties to mid-
forties. Artists’ names who have been quoted in a previously published source, that is available 
to the public, have been cited and documented here using their names. When it was requested or 
where it was deemed appropriate, names of artists have been changed or omitted. This has been 
done to ensure the confidentiality and safety of those involved in this study. 
Information from the Zamwa Gallery guides was very helpful for gaining a sense of the 
demographic makeup of all of the visual artists in Sulaimani by which I could then compare my 
sample group to determine if it was representative of the whole. The Zamwa Gallery guides are 
particularly useful in that they offer images of the art work for us to analyze but also offer 
preliminary demographic information about the gender, age and location of the artist. For 
example, of the 128 pieces of artwork presented in the 2015 Zamwa Gallery Guide, only twenty-
two of the artists represented there are female. The remaining 106 artists are male. Interestingly, 
the female artists represent a younger age grouping, all coming from the 21-40 age category. At 
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the same time, there are just a few male artists in the 21-40 age grouping while most of the male 
artists represented fall into the 41-60 category, with a very small few in the 61+ category. All of 
the artists exhibiting at the Zamwa Gallery, both male and female, come from large cities in Iraqi 
Kurdistan with the clear majority coming from Sulaimaniya, where the Zamwa Gallery is 
located. It should also be noted that a number of well-known male artists exhibiting at the 
Zamwa Gallery include those who are notable members of the Academy art scene, including 
museum curator, Ako Ghareeb who heads the important National Museum at Amna Suraka. 
These demographics suggested that older, urban, male artists represented a significant presence 
in the formalized art world in Iraqi Kurdistan. It also represents something of an “arts 
establishment”, formal or otherwise, through which up and coming artists or artists “outside” of 
this grouping would have to contend with.  As such, my sample group for this research included 
male artists roughly in the 41-60 year old age category who represent what seems to be “the 
establishment”; female artists roughly in the 21-40 year old age category and male artists roughly 
in the 21-40 year old age category.  
For simplicity, I have randomly imposed twenty-year groupings from 0-20, 21-40, 41-60 
and from 60+. It is important to consider that each of these age groupings ties to particular 
historical period in time. For example, if we consider a young male artist born in the mid-1980s 
in the city of Halabja who is now working in Sulaimani, we know that he was displaced because 
of the Anfal genocide. It seems reasonable to assume that his experiences will be different from, 
an art teacher from Sulaimani who was born in 1956 and grew up during the rise of the Ba’ath 
party. At the same time, both will have lived through the 1991 intifada and the formation of the 
Autonomous Kurdish Region and the Kurdish Regional Government and will have overlapping 
but different perspectives on the current state of Iraqi Kurdistan. It is also important that we do 
not overlook the fact that all of these artists claim a heritage in one of the large urban centers of 
Iraqi Kurdistan and are tied to networks of formal schooling, art galleries and other interest 
groups that operate within an urban realm. 
What happened with the other groups, the musicians, writers and actors? Although these 
groups do not appear as the focus of this research, I did continue to talk with individual artists 
from these other genres and attend events such as plays, concerts and other special events. 
Information gathered from these groups were important, adding viewpoints that helped to 
generate dialectic learning about the topic. Interviews with musicians, writers and actors served 
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as points of comparison to what appeared to be self-evident in interviews with the visual artists 
as well as serving to uncover what underlie those discourses. 
 
Historical Timeline and Iconography - Previously, I referred to the absence of literature 
about Kurdish art and artists in Iraqi Kurdistan and the necessity, on the part of this research, to 
develop key pieces of foundation information, particularly demographic information about the 
artists; general understanding and knowledge of the iconology presented within the visual arts 
and a rough historical timeline of the visual arts in Iraqi Kurdistan. These pieces of foundation 
information were critical in going forward with the research. Reminiscent of Boasian historical 
particularism, in which anthropologist Franz Boas argued that each society is a sum 
representation of its unique historical past, art historian, Aby Warburg, developed modern 
iconographic theory, arguing that a period’s art was connected  to its social life (D’Alleva 2012: 
20). Understanding the current context of the visual arts within the broader history of Iraqi 
Kurdistan becomes critical to understanding the art itself. Pulling together a loose historical 
timeline was made possible with the English-language texts, Visions of the Kurdish Plastic Art 
by Bakhtyar Saeed’s and Rebwar Saeed Rashed’s Out of Kurdish Soil: The Artwork of Rebwar 
Rashed and the Museum of Modern Art, Sulaimania in addition to interviews with the artists. 
Historical data used from the above mentioned texts was corroborated with key consultants and 
considered against other known historical events. All of these have given context and begins to 
illuminate patterns in the production of art in Iraqi Kurdistan. I talk about some of the important 
highlights in the history of the visual arts in Kurdistan in Chapter 1, Transforming Relationships 
of Power. Creating this timeline has helped to locate current trends in the art and to understand 
the significance of currents debates however, it is still an incomplete picture. The text, Writing 
the Modern History of Iraq: Historiographical and Political Challenges includes a number of 
essays on representing Iraqi histories through the arts. While this gives some helpful insights, 
generally about art in Iraq which would also apply to Kurdish artists, this account neglects 
addressing the Kurds directly.  In future research, I hope to continue to develop and refine this 
information through subsequent visits to the field. Certainly, the history of the visual arts in Iraqi 
Kurdistan is an area where a greater quantity of quality research is desperately needed. 
An understanding of the iconography, the visual images and symbols used within a 
particular work of art, was also important to the continuation of this research. Art historian Anne 
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D’Alleva explains that, “Iconography works to retrieve the symbolic and allegorical meanings 
contained in works of art” (D’Alleva 2012: 21). Art historians have also challenged the notion of 
the “innocent eye”. Erwin Panofsky’s work on iconography demonstrates that any viewer comes 
to a work of art as an individual that has been shaped by their experiences, values, and historical 
and cultural knowledge (D’Alleva 2012: 21). The process of identification of symbols within the 
art may not be all that simple and it often requires extensive knowledge of the culture and its 
processes of image-making to “read” the message of any given piece of art (D’Alleva 2012: 19).  
Simply put, it was important to the research that I understand the images presented and the 
meanings being communicated therein. Without this information, I would not have been able to 
engage in interpretation. Images were first examined through participant observation during the 
2013 and 2015 visits. In addition, images were studied through the Zamwa Gallery guides; 
Visions of the Kurdish Plastic Art by Bakhtyar Saeed’s and Rebwar Saeed Rashed’s Out of 
Kurdish Soil: The Artwork of Rebwar Rashed and the Museum of Modern Art, Sulaimania. 
Information gathered through the above mentioned texts were corroborated with key consultants 
and considered against other data. I talk about some of the important highlights in the 
iconography of the visual arts in Kurdistan in Chapter 5, There Is No Kurdish Art. Creating loose 
categories of themes found in the iconography has helped to understand the significance of 
individual pieces of artwork that were encountered in the field, however it is an incomplete 
picture. In future research, I hope to continue to develop and refine this information through 
subsequent visits to the field. Like the history of the visual arts in Iraqi Kurdistan, information 
about the iconography, typical characteristics and recognizable motifs is an area where a greater 
quantity of quality research is desperately needed. 
Themes and Concepts from Preliminary Fieldwork 
The 2013 and 2015 visits to Sulaimani were incredibly important for the overall 
development of this research. This preliminary work allowed me to define the sample group I 
would be working with; create a rudimentary historical timeline of the visual arts in Iraqi 
Kurdistan; understand popular iconography; clarify the site(s) that would be the focus of the 
research; begin to define themes and concepts that emerged from the data and to refine my 
research questions. The grounded theory approach of simultaneous data collection and analysis 
emphasizes creating analysis of action and process and to answer the question – what is going on 
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here? Preliminary research produced a number of important insights and, ultimately, informed 
my decision to work with the Concept Art Group. 
Preliminary research into the demographic make-up of the community of visual artists in 
Sulaimani suggested that the community was dominated by older, urban, male artists who 
represent something of an “arts establishment” as prominent, well-known figures, teachers and 
public personalities. Research also suggested that the development of the fine arts academy in 
Iraqi Kurdistan is directly linked with larger developments in the fine arts in Iraq. The 
development of the fine arts in Iraq is linked with the development of the Iraqi state and has roots 
in the early colonial history of the country. The academy of fine arts in Iraq and in Iraqi 
Kurdistan, from its inception has been connected with Europe and with a European artistic and 
academic establishment that is still influential today. Much of the work of visual artists in Iraqi 
Kurdistan today is preoccupied with the plight of the Kurds as victims of genocide. This mode of 
expression it the visual arts finds a great deal of purchase with Kurdish political elites and in 
European and international circles concerned with the “plight of the Kurds” as a humanitarian 
problem. So then, what have we learned? It would seem that we have learned that Kurdish visual 
art is produced by older, urban males and is absorbed with bringing attention to the victimization 
of the Kurds. The superficial nature and oversimplification of a people’s art is emphasized when 
we make a statement such as this. Here, utilization of the art history-based approach of three 
sited analysis, considering the site of production; the site of the image itself and the site of the 
audience allows our analysis to go deeper. Focusing research on these three sites demonstrates 
what I have come to think of as the connective tissues of art making, the relationships and 
processes, that form the expression itself.  
The Concept Art Group, the individual artists and their work presented an interesting 
opportunity to consider a host of alternatives. This 21-45 year old category of male and female 
artists presented an alternative age and gender demographic within the realm of cultural elites 
who were working on issues, some controversial, outside the paradigm of the “plight of the 
Kurds” and in alternative spaces while overlapping the dominant realms of art presented in the 
traditional spaces of the art gallery, university studio and public media. In these ways, the 
Concept Art Group, through its differing age and gender demographics, thematic focus and 
alternative approach to venues, presents an interesting counterpoint to the dominant paradigm.   
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Extended Fieldwork 
Extended fieldwork in Sulaimani, Iraqi Kurdistan’s “capital of Kurdish culture", was 
conducted between August 2016 and June 2017 as part of a longer project of fieldwork for this 
research that includes the previous visits in 2013 and 2015. During my extended fieldwork in 
Sulaimani, Iraqi Kurdistan I continued conducting numerous unstructured and semi-structured 
interviews in addition to participant observations, as I did during preliminary field research. 
Extended fieldwork allowed me to collect greater quantities of data through interviews and 
participant observation at art shows, social gatherings; through public media sources and from 
living within the context from which the art was being created. 
Ultimately, the choice of Sulaimani as the primary field site was connected to the city’s 
long history as a unique center of culture, rendering it the best choice and uniquely suited for 
research in the Arts. Secondly, I chose to continue to conduct research in this city because of 
previous first-hand contact with local artists and previous connections made with faculty in the 
Social Science department at the American University of Iraq, Sulaimani. All of these 
individuals served, in one aspect or another, as consultants to this research. Lastly, and on a more 
personal note, my husband is from this city and his family still lives and works there. Friends, 
consultants and family, to include their extended networks of kin and friends, are an unparalleled 
source of economic, logistical, cultural and knowledge-based support that situates this researcher 
and this research intimately within this community. Their support has included, but not been 
limited to: securing employment; locating a residence; connecting with individual consultants; 
language training; emotional and mental support as well as financial support for this research. It 
should also be stated here that being intimately connected, through marriage to a “native son” 
and his family, offered both legal protection and access to easy medical care and physical 
security while in the region that would not have been afforded to me had I been in the region 
alone. Kurdish ties of kinship are not taken lightly. When first meeting, Kurds will often 
exchange an extended set of pleasantries that often include which part of Kurdistan they are from 
and the name of the head of their lineage. It is not at all uncommon to find that perfect strangers 
may indeed be distant cousins or affinal relatives of some kind. Indeed, it is hard for outsiders to 
grasp that social interaction in Kurdish society is based on kinship relationships over common 
interest associations (Brenneman 2007: 67). I cannot stress the importance of these ties and their 
importance for my research – they impact everything. Simply put, in Iraqi Kurdistan, it is those 
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ties of kinship and enduring friendship that connect the individual to the resources one needs to 
survive. Those ties provide a certain amount of security and dependability in an otherwise 
insecure and unpredictable world. Such ties provide numerous and varied resources, ranging 
from the mundane to the very serious. During my time in Kurdistan, before any task or obstacle, 
from purchasing tomatoes to renewing my immigration card, family and friends would first 
consider, “Who do we know?” At every turn, my well-bring and the well-being of my research 
was secured through these ties.  
Let me take a moment to explicate this point a bit further. This placed me in the position 
of having one foot outside of Kurdish society and one foot in. In no way do I claim to be an 
“insider” to this world. Only to say that being married into a Kurdish family and taking part in 
their kinship and friendship networks placed a particular attention and responsibility on me that I 
did not notice my “foreign” friends, those from outside of Kurdistan and without familial ties, 
dealing with. Let me illustrate this point with an example. After school one day, two Kurdish 
colleagues of mine, one male and one female, both teachers at the school, suggested that we go 
for lunch. Wanting to get out in the city a bit, and eager to deepen ties to these new friends, I 
agreed. We were already deep into conversation and laughing, a lot, by time we arrived at the 
restaurant. We sat down at a table by the window and proceeded to order. We were having a 
great time! I was surprised, only moments later when I got a phone call from my husband letting 
me know that he had just received a phone call from a friend of his who had called him to let him 
know that I was out at the restaurant with “a family”. Of course, he knew where I was and who I 
was with. I had already let him know our plans for lunch. What was the big deal with having 
lunch with friends? There are a couple of things to understand about what seemed to me an 
entirely innocent situation. Being both foreign and a woman, meant that once I stepped out into 
public, all eyes were on me and at all times and my actions in public would immediately reflect 
upon my husband and his family.  
During that time I lived in the Raparin area of Sulaimani in Qaiwan City and worked as 
an English teacher in a private elementary school there. Qaiwan City is relatively affluent, semi-
suburban area situated about fifteen minutes from the city center of Sulaimani. Working at the 
elementary school in Qaiwan City afforded me a number of benefits. Most immediate, benefits 
included an income to provide for myself and my research, and an apartment to live in for the 
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duration of my time in Sulaimani. The community of students, teachers and family members of 
students at the school came from the middle and upper-middle classes of Kurdish society. As a 
private school, of course the students came from families that could afford the high fees 
associated with their education. Many students came from families of newly-wealthy 
businessmen, university teachers, the military, members of parliament and other government 
officials. This allowed me entrance to these upper classes of society who dominated institutional 
aspects of Kurdistan and who intermingled and were interconnected through politics, economics 
and even marriage to government elites.  
Terminology 
Consultant – A consultant refers to any person who has information about what is going 
on in the community and who have first-hand knowledge about the community.  These 
community experts are able to provide insight on the nature of problems and are often consulted 
to give recommendations. 
Histories – throughout this study I refer to “histories” in places where one might, instead, 
use the term narrative, story, account or any other number of terms to denote an account of 
connected events. In this way, this particular term and its use is informed by the John Paul 
Lederach’s assertion that, “We need to develop a capacity to imagine the past that lies before us” 
(Lederach 2005). This meaning of history understands that the current present is informed by the 
historical context that formed it to also include those understandings, meanings and identities 
held by the people within the community.  
Kurdistan - Contemporary use of the term Kurdistan is a challenging term to understand 
and the name has come to mean multiple things to different groups of people. For this chapter, 
where not otherwise specifically designated, Kurdistan will refer to Iraqi Kurdistan, sometimes 
referred to as Southern Kurdistan. Situated within the Republic of Iraq, this predominately 
Kurdish area of Northern Iraq, is semi-autonomous and governed by the Kurdish Regional 
Government. Kurdish will also be used to describe an ethnic and linguistic heritage. Though 
geographically spread out and culturally diverse, the term Kurdish will refer to those individuals 
who self-identify as being ethnically Kurdish. This term will also refer to the native languages of 
the Kurds, as an ethnic group, to include Kurdish Sorani, Badini, Kermanji and Howrami 
dialects. 
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Art - Although difficult to define, this chapter defines Art in its most inclusive sense as 
the creative use of the human imagination to creatively and aesthetically interpret, express and 
engage life, modifying experienced reality. In this way, this study's definition of Art aligns with 
those definitions proposed by cultural anthropologists. The “Arts” then, come in as many forms 
as do the artists.  
Artist - An Artist in this chapter will refer to any person, professional or amateur, who is 
engaged in one or more of a broad spectrum of activities related to creating art, practicing the art 
as well as demonstrating or performing an art and who has been formally trained in an art school 
or at the university level, or “Academy”.  
More specifically, this chapter focuses on those individuals and groups working in what may 
be termed the Visual Arts, Fine Arts or the Plastic Arts.  
Visual Arts, Fine Arts or the Plastic Arts - Kurdish visual artists in Iraqi Kurdistan often use 
the term Plastic Arts in the same way that British English speakers use the term to include 
painters and sculptures. More specifically, the plastic arts are art forms that involve the 
manipulation of a medium by molding or modeling. The term has been applied more broadly to 
all the Visual Arts. This research utilizes the term Visual Arts to refer to a broad range of 
activities, including and associated with the production of ceramics, drawing, painting, sculpture 
and printmaking. Where not specifically or otherwise elucidated, Visual Arts will also be 
understood to include Conceptual Art.  
It will also be important to consider some of the abbreviations that will be utilized to denote 
various organizations and political parties within our discussion: 
KRG – Kurdistan Regional Government 
KDP – Kurdistan Democratic Party 
PUK – Patriotic Union of Kurdistan 
Language Considerations 
The Kurdish language utilizes both Arabic and Latin scripts. In this chapter, Kurdish words 
and names are transliterated from Kurdish to the closet spelling in English, without the use of 
Kurdish diacritics. Transliterated spellings of the same name often have multiple spellings. For 
example, the Kurdish city of Sulaimani may also appear as "Slemani," or by its Arabic 
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pronunciation, "Sulaymaniyah". When quoting another author, spelling remains as it appeared in 
the original text or as spelled by the organization using the term/name. 
Interviews with local artists were conducted in a mixture of Kurdish (Sorani) and 
English. Texts utilized for this research include Kurdish, French and English language texts. 
Translations from French to English and Kurdish to English were completed by the author. 
Where needed, Kurdish to English translations were conducted with the aid of translator, 
Meriwan Abdullah. This research is entirely indebted to the work of Kak Meriwan. In addition to 
being adept in the translation of English, Kurdish and Arabic, Kak (“Mister” or “Brother”) 
Meriwan proved, more than once, to hold the social keys needed to gain access to these groups. 
A constant, guiding presence in this work, Kak Meriwan has been a trusted friend who has 
directed this research through numerous cultural, linguistic and social situations with authority 
and finesse.  
Overview of the Chapters 
 
 The chapters in this study each explore a dimension of the cultural politics of artistic 
production in Iraqi Kurdistan through the lens of the artwork produced by the Concept Art 
Group. This research also engages with the four arts-based approaches put forth by 
peacebuilding scholars, Michael Shank and Lisa Schirch, in their combined article “Strategic 
Arts-Based Peacebuilding” (2008) and in Lisa Schirch’s Little Book of Strategic Peacebuilding 
(Schirch 2014), as theoretical models to help us understand the significance of the work of these 
artists and what insights the work may offer in terms of future peacebuilding. Preceding these 
chapters, we will engage in a brief historical overview of the events leading up to the creation of 
the autonomous Kurdish region in Iraq. The Historical Overview will be followed by a 
discussion of our conceptual framework and research question, followed by an examination of 
the theories informing this work and a discussion of methods utilized in researching the topic. 
  In Chapter One, Transforming Relationship of Power, I engage with the shifting 
relationships of power between Baghdad and Erbil as a historic patron-client relationship and 
those shifting relationships between the Kurdish Regional government as patron and local 
Kurdish artists as clients. As demonstrated by through the Slemani International Film Festival, 
once the sole or major patron of most artwork produced in Iraqi Kurdistan, the government is no 
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longer funding most projects. The loss of this major patron has significantly changed the 
relationship between government (patron) and artist (client) creating opportunities for artists to 
develop alternative sources of support. In this chapter I will utilize the Transforming 
Relationships approach to consider the ways that the relationship between government-as-patron 
has changed with its’ artists-as-clients and what that shift in patron-client relationships may 
signal. The work of these artists reveals the struggle of a nation to transform historical 
relationships of power and to develop a sustainable civil society and a long-term, sustainable 
peace.  
In Chapter Two, Constituting Histories Through Art, we engage the Kurdish nationalist 
narrative and the social creation and demarcation of a national homeland through an examination 
of the transformation of the building, known locally as “Amna Suraka” (Red Security or Red 
Prison), from a detention center and headquarters to Ba’ath party security officers and the 
northern division of the Mukhabarat, Iraq’s secret intelligence agency into the National Museum 
at Amna Suraka. Today, Kurds in Northern Iraq are employing a narrative of the Kurdish nation 
that bears strong ethnic roots and includes the victimhood of the Kurdish nation to gain greater 
advantage and justification for an independent Kurdish state in Northern Iraq. In Chapter 2, we 
will also examine the transformation of the National Museum at Amna Suraka, through the 
Waging Conflict Nonviolently approach. Utilizing this approach reveals that Amna Suraka, as a 
national memorial, serves to demarcate national territory and to constitute the Kurdish nation 
through ties to common ethnic roots and a shared national tragedy that was the Anfal. In doing 
so, this chapter locates the National Museum at Amna Suraka within the historical context of the 
Iraqi state and discusses its role, as a national memorial, as it demonstrates the dominance of a 
particular strain of Kurdish nationalist narrative within Iraqi Kurdish society.  
In Chapter Three, Contesting Histories Through Art, we revisit the National Museum at 
Amna Suraka as a national memorial that demarcates the boundaries of a Kurdish national 
identity for local and regional publics as well as for non-Kurds outside of Iraqi Kurdistan and for 
transnational Kurdish publics. In this chapter, we consider the work of the Concept Art Group in 
their show Visible Body / InVisible Body and the ways in which the work of these artists presents 
an interesting alternative to considering the marginalized histories within Iraqi Kurdish society 
that challenge the hegemonic Kurdish national narrative. Also in Chapter 3, we will turn our 
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attention to the second of the Shank and Schirch approaches, Reducing Direct Violence (Shank 
& Schirch 2008). In doing so, we will utilize this approach as a theoretical model, to consider 
alternative narratives that coexist with the dominant nationalist narrative and the ways Kurdish 
conceptual artists are utilizing their artwork to challenge institutionalized inequalities and 
behavioral scripts. 
Chapter Four, Contesting Spaces and Places Through Art, considers spaces, those human 
arrangements and interactions and places the lived and dynamic location (Hasso & Salime 2016) 
through the work of the Concept Art Group at two separate shows held at Fine Arts Institute and 
the Museum of Modern Art. Through the work of their respective shows the Clamor Project and 
Tekist, these artists challenge this institutions, revealing deep engagement with their society in a 
critical reflection and questioning of itself. In Chapter Four, through the application of the Shank 
& Schirch strategic arts-based peacebuilding approach, Building Capacity, we will see that the 
artwork suggests that there is still deep work to be done in the transformation of relationships 
and social structures within Iraqi Kurdistan that will effectively support the people’s ability to 
address the needs and rights of all individuals within the society, allowing for the expression of 
conflict through democratic processes (Shank & Schirch 2008, Schirch 2014). 
Chapter Five, There is No Kurdish Art, considers some of the problems with writing Kurdish 
histories and the efforts of native, Kurdish historians to excavate Kurdish histories. Through the 
frame of writing Kurdish histories, we will consider a similar and parallel effort on the part of 
native, Kurdish artist-scholars to uncover the histories and characteristics of Kurdish art. These 
native artist-scholars must be considered critically within historical relationships of power within 
Iraqi Kurdistan and within the society of artists there. These artist-scholars, particularly those 
who form the arts establishment in Iraqi Kurdistan, demonstrate a bias within the arts academy 
and will be considered critically. Further, the work produced by the Concept Art Group, will 
show the place of culture in conflict and the need to be deeply critical of the social relationships, 
cultural beliefs and traditions that support and perpetuate forms of cultural and structural 
violence. This work will further demonstrate that legal, civic and government institutions, to be 
effective, must also be paired with a healthy culture of democracy. 
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Focusing on the place of culture in conflict, conflict analysis and the ability of art and arts-
based perspectives to tap in to and revealing the unconscious “stuff” of culture, engaging with 
the artwork produced by Iraqi Kurdish artists, as well as the means by which art is produced and 
the spaces in which it is produced, will allow us into an “other” space where we will be able to 
excavate cultural and social information that will allow us to interpret conflict in a nuanced 
manner. Deeply rooted in culture and art, this perspective will shows that, in this moment in 
time, the citizens of Iraqi Kurdistan are engaged in a deep self-reflection and are questioning the 
beliefs, institutions and traditions upon which their society is founded. Further, the use of art and 
arts-based perspectives will further show that this is a transitional moment in Iraqi Kurdistan, 
one that will almost certainly produce moments of conflict, but one that will also produce 






















CHAPTER 1 - TRANSFORMING RELATIONSHIPS OF POWER THROUGH ART 
 
Beginning our entry into the vibrant world of the visual arts in Kurdistan and the complex 
politicking that is necessarily part of the everyday business of conceiving, making and presenting 
art and art projects, it is necessary to first devote ourselves to an understanding of what I have 
come to think of as the two great behemoths that seem to stand astride every pathway an artist 
might take to produce artwork. These two hulking entities are Patronage and Nationalism. 
Concerns about content and presentation, resources to produce a public show or support an 
artist’s craft, audience and the reception of the work, must contend with garnering support from 
economically and politically powerful individuals or groups, patrons. At the same time, because 
of the predominance of Kurdish nationalism at every level of public discourse, the work must, 
necessarily, engage, or resist, notions of the Kurdish nation and nationalism - often at multiple 
points in the production of art. In this chapter and in Chapter Two, we will engage with 
Patronage and Nationalism in the context of Iraqi Kurdistan as a way to set the stage for a deeper 
exploration of power and how political and economic elites fashion the world, both materially 
and symbolically, in their own interests, and to what degree activist-artist can harness the arts to 
shatter this hegemony and challenge elite power (Love & Mattern 2013: Kindle Locations 113-
115. Kindle Edition). 
Chapter One places the practices of Kurdish visual artists working in Iraqi Kurdistan 
within the historical context of the Iraqi state and discusses the production of artwork, 
particularly the creation of the Museum of Modern Art and the Slemani International Film 
Festival, as they demonstrate the transitional nature of traditional relationships power and the 
struggle for cultural dominance within Iraqi Kurdish society. An examination of this nature must 
necessarily begin by understanding the protracted nature of the Kurdish Issue in Iraq. We will 
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first map the multiple of stages of conflict through which the Kurds have traveled, from the 
creation of the autonomous Kurdish region, after the first Gulf War, up until the present time. 
From this point, we will examine the unique potential of the Arts to inform the peacebuilding 
process and, in doing so, engage with Michael Shank and Lisa Schirch's Transforming 
Relationships model for strategic arts-based peacebuilding. Utilizing this model, the chapter will 
then consider the changing nature of patron-client relationships in Iraqi Kurdistan, between 
government-as-patron and artist-as-client. Despite structural changes to the bureaucracy in Iraqi 
Kurdistan, the patron-client relationship model predominates in relationships of power in Iraqi 
Kurdistan. However, an examination of this relationship will demonstrate a weakened 
relationship of power and points of contestation. As a tool for creative conflict resolution, this 
research utilizes the visual arts as a lens for exploration into the important relationships of power, 
those critical to nation-building, and suggests that these can be better understood through 
consideration of the process of art making as it allows us to see power.   
1.1 Post- Conflict Iraqi Kurdistan 
 
The “Kurdish Issue” in Iraq with its complex historical, political, social, cultural and 
economic factors is what It is what Edward Azar would describe as a “protracted social conflict” 
(Azar 1990) and is characterized by,”…the prolonged and often violent struggle by communal 
groups for such basic needs as security, recognition and acceptance, fair access to political 
institutions and economic participation.” (Azar 1990: 7-12). Conflict surrounding the Kurdish 
Issue in Iraq has also not followed a linear path through recognized stages of conflict as 
exemplified by theoretical models of stages of conflict (Demmers 2012, Ramsbotham, 2011, 
Azar 1990). Instead,  while the Iraqi Kurdistan region projects the image of an ascendant, 
peaceful democracy (King 2014: 2), particularly in terms of the region having the presence of a 
constitution, the presence of democratic institutions, the freedom to vote, an active legislature 
and court system, newspapers that are able to freely publish and citizens who are able to freely 
criticize their government, the challenges to peace and autonomy from  both external antagonists  
as well as  internal rivalries are numerous and complex (Natali 2010). Thus, sending the region 
through yet other phases of conflict time and again with little opportunity for long-term, 
sustainable peacebuilding. To consider a “post-conflict” Iraqi Kurdistan and the state of affairs 
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we find today, we must first define the breadth of the conflict and consider the multiple phases in 
the development of this conflict. It is common in peacebuilding circles to talk about conflict as 
passing through stages. Shank and Schirch, in their article Strategic Arts-based Peacebuilding, 
and whose approaches I will utilize to help frame a conversation about shifting relationships of 
power, roughly diagram the stages and intensity of conflict (Figure 2) beginning with no conflict 
or latent conflict. The Shank and Schirch model continues to follow as conflict escalates to direct 
conflict, leading to a stalemate or cease-fire. At this point, the conflict is de-escalating and 
dispute settlement and post-conflict peacebuilding efforts may begin (Shank & Schirch 2008: 9). 
Despite the linear progression of this model, the conflict life cycle is certainly not linear and 
conflicts may return to pass through these stages multiple times (Demmers 2012, Ramsbotham, 
2011, Azar 1990). 
Following the US-led coalition in Iraq in 1990, popular uprisings erupted first in the south of 
Iraq and then in the Kurdish cities of the north. Following these uprisings, Kurds in Northern 
Iraq were able to secure Kurdish territories from the Ba’athist regime. By May of 1992, the 
Regional Government of Iraqi Kurdistan was formed and the hopes for a homeland for the Kurds 
and the imaging of an independent Kurdistan took a dramatic turn. For the first time in modern 
history, Kurdish people had gained some stability, recognition and measure of internal 
sovereignty (Natali 2010:29). International assistance to willing aid recipients encouraged 
relative stability, economic recovery, and rehabilitation. Profound, economic, technological and 
social changes have taken place in post-conflict Iraqi Kurdistan since the arrival of ideas, goods, 
and people from the West in the relief effort after the 1991 Gulf War and the successful creation 
of the autonomous Kurdish Region and the Kurdistan Regional Government (King 2014: 9). 
Relationships of power, those between Erbil, the seat of power of the Kurdish Regional 
Government, and the central government of the Iraqi state in Baghdad, as well as those 
relationships inside “Kurdistan” between Kurdish leadership, elites and the Kurdish people have 
changed significantly since 1991. 
Transforming Relationships of Power | 51  
 
          
Figure 2 Stages of Conflict as described by Shank and Schirch (Table created by the author) 
Since the creation of the autonomous Kurdish region and up until roughly 2003 and the 
onset of the second Gulf War, internal politics in Iraqi Kurdistan was characterized by infighting 
among various factions. Allegations of election fraud caused the newly formed government 
collapsed and resulted in a civil war breaking out in 1994. Parliamentary meetings in 1996 
resulted in the creation of two politically distinct regions, a Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK)-
controlled region based in Sulaimani and a Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP)-controlled region 
based in Arbil, both claiming to be the legitimate rulers of Kurdistan. Saddam, as well as leaders 
in Turkey and Iran, have played on these differences to further divide the Kurds and keep them 
from speaking to the world community with one voice (Brenneman 2007: 37). With the second 
Gulf War, comprising an initial invasion of Iraq led by U.S. and U.K. forces and a longer, seven-
year phase of occupation, the nature of internal political struggles within Iraqi Kurdistan as well 
as external aid changed. The primary goal of the 2005 elections in the region was to end party-
rule in the region that had once divided the region and the Kurdistan Regional Government 
(KRG). Since then, the KRG has also focused on strengthening their defenses by creating a 
security belt stretching the length of the border with Iraq, Iran, and Turkey and to Syria. Greater 
external patronage and international support, alongside patterns of disintegration in the rest of the 
country, strengthened the Kurdish “quasi-state’s” internal sovereignty and political leverage 
within the Iraq (Natali 2010:75). While this period is marked by de-escalation of violent conflict, 
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as those between the KDP and the PUK remained high, never truly leading to sustainable 
peacebuilding efforts. Up until and including the present time, the stability and peace of the 
region has been threatened, near constantly, by both external antagonists as well as by internal 
disputes.  
The problem, as Azar’s research reveals, is that, “The process of protracted social conflict 
deforms and retards the effective operation of political institutions. It reinforces and strengthens 
pessimism throughout the society, demoralizes leaders and immobilizes the search for peaceful 
solutions”. Azar further observes that, “…societies undergoing protracted social conflict find it 
difficult to initiate the search for answers to their problems and grievances. As the protracted 
social conflict becomes part of the culture of the ravaged nation, it builds a sense of paralysis, 
which afflicts the collective consciousness of the population. An environment of hopelessness 
permeates all strata of society, and a siege mentality develops which inhibits constructive 
negotiation for any resolution of society” (Azar 1990: 16). Like Azar, the work of political 
scientist, John Paul Lederach offers us valuable insight into the dynamics of protracted violence. 
Lederach's work focuses on understanding the interrelated and interdependent parts of a 
protracted conflict scenario and why breaking patterns of behavior, those that continuously feed 
the conflict, is so difficult. With an optimism that often characterizes his work, Lederach 
highlights the peacebuilder's capacity to imagine and create constructive processes that are 
rooted in the real-world challenges of violence yet, that are able to transcend these destructive 
patterns (Lederach 2005 & Maiese 2016). He also places the creative process at the center of 
conflict resolution and encourages us to engage the creative process in ways that help to bring 
about social change that may transform human relationships. 
In a newly released work, International Relations theorist, Farah Shakir, provides 
compelling evidence to demonstrate that considering the contemporary Iraqi state, and the 
“Kurdish Issue” within it, as a post-conflict state is insufficient to explain the situation (Shakir 
2017). Although Kurds may dream to unite the Kurds of Iraq and have a common Kurdish 
strategy in their struggle in the new Middle East, intra-Kurdish politics and conflicts pose 
significant obstacles (Chomani 2013). All of these factors continue to send the region through 
phases of conflict time and again with little opportunity for sustainable peacebuilding or for 
longer-term cultivation of civil and government institutions that are able to effectively a Just 
Peace. Shakir adds that, “The process of the establishment of a federal Iraq must be understood 
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in the context of its unique history and cultural specificity” (Shakir 2017: 1VitalBook file). It is 
this from this unique context that we might understand the Iraqi state as a new federal model and 
as something of an experimental process in the Middle East.  Shakir’s work demonstrates the 
transitional character of relationships of power, currently in Iraqi Kurdistan, as a result of the 
nature of the current Iraqi federation. A result of political bargaining among the Kurds and the 
Shi’a on one side and the Americans on the other, the current Iraqi Federation was not based on a 
belief in federal values or the federal spirit, but formed because it was the only possible solution 
that would meet most of the demands of all of the parties to the federal bargain (Shakir 2017: 2, 
165 VitalBook file).  
What we can understand from this is that in addition to having all of the characteristics of 
a protracted social conflict, the current federated Iraqi state, to include the Kurdistan region is an 
ill-fitting costume, meant to be worn only in a temporary manner. These are important indicators 
pointing to the fragility of the current state of affairs with an understanding that the current 
federation and its attending relationships of power are in transition and are temporary. It is not 
difficult to see that in Iraqi Kurdistan, within a fluctuating federation that was not designed to be 
a permanent solution, near constant conflict becomes part of the culture. In turn, the society finds 
it difficult to initiate the search for answers to their problems and grievances, inevitably 
inhibiting constructive negotiation for any resolution of problems within the society (Azar 1990). 
What then is the future of Iraqi Kurdistan and is there potential for researchers and peacebuilders 
to find new ways to transform this protracted conflict? This research asks again, where might we 
begin that we have not begun before? What critical sources of knowledge are, yet, left untapped? 
What alternative approaches might we pursue to gain access to such knowledge? 
1.2 Transforming Relationships: A Model For Conflict Analysis 
 
As I discussed in the theoretical framework section of this dissertation, Arts-based 
research, also known as ABR is an approach that combines the tenets of the creative arts, 
involves researchers engaging in art making as a way of knowing and involves the decision to 
use art as a way to respond to particular questions. In this respect, Art is considered to be a way 
of knowing and approached as something that is widely accessible and available to every person 
(Leavy 2009, 2015; McNiff 2013, 2014). ABR, then, is well-suited for research such as this that 
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aims to ask new questions, develop new insights and to excavate new terrain in the 
understanding of power relationships in Iraqi Kurdistan. Arts-based research perspectives are 
particularly useful because such perspectives place value on art making and understands art-
making as a site where meaning is made, understood and negotiated through processes and 
through relationships.  
This chapter focuses attention both on utilizing the work of artists and utilizing peacebuilding 
perspectives based in the arts, like the Transforming Relationships approach described by 
Michael Shank and Lisa Schirch in their article “Strategic Arts-Based Peacebuilding”, as a way 
to frame an analysis of art and art making as it helps us to understand larger socio-political 
events there. Understanding the expressive power of the arts and wanting to use the arts as a tool 
for understanding, this research began by distinguish the main elements of each of the Shank and 
Schirch approaches, considering the intended outcomes first. Utilizing the Transforming 
Relationships approach, we know from the authors that this method seeks to transform 
relationships that have been damaged through conflict. We understand, then, that the assumption 
underlying this approach is that “conflict damages relationships”. With this assumption and 
utilizing a grounded theoretical approach, we can observe a wide range of behaviors in the field 
and begin to ask - do we see regularly occurring patterns wherein relationships have been 
damaged by conflict? The answer is yes. However, using the approach-as-theoretical-model, we 
are able to expand our perspective to see that where there is conflict, there is now also space 
through which change might occur. Utilizing the Transforming Relationships approach to think 
carefully about the changing nature of patron-client relationships reveals the element of and the 
opportunity for change. This is critical. It is this element, the opportunity for change, which 
forms the focus of Chapter One and the prospect of this research. Ultimately, to produce new 
ideas, and to consider the new kinds of environments that may be produced from that conflict 
(Gramsci 1971, Thompson 2015: 4) it becomes important to emphasize the element of change 
that any conflict produces. 
1.3 Relationships Of Power In Transition 
Let us now consider the social and cultural relationships of power that have changed and 
transitioned over time, as demonstrated through those relationships between the art and its 
patrons. During interviews conducted in the field, artist Shirwan stated that the plastic arts had 
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come to Iraq from Europe, through the capital city, Baghdad, and eventually to the northern 
cities of Iraqi Kurdistan (Shirwan, personal communication, July 3, 2015). Such an idea, as in 
need of further unpacking as it may be, does reminds us that Iraqi Kurdish artists are situated 
within the State of Iraq and a larger regional and world system that is historically particular. 
There is a deep connection between art and politics. Over time, artistic creation in Iraq has been 
deeply influenced by political conditions in the country, in turn, impacting forms and styles. 
(Bozarslan 2012: 403). Shirwan’s comment allows us an interesting opportunity to consider the 
introduction of the field of the visual arts as a discipline for academic study, the 
professionalization and elevation of the visual arts into the realms of “high culture” (Williams 
1983) into Iraq from a European, colonial source that then passed that legacy on to the Republic 
In its own turn, the new Republic passed that legacy on to groups within the Iraqi state. If we 
begin our history of the plastic arts with the creation of the Iraqi state and subsequent creation of 
the Academy of Fine Arts, we must necessarily link these arts and these artists to the colonial 
project for Iraq. In this way, a consideration of Kurdish visual art allows us the opportunity to 
take a longer view and consider the social and cultural relationships of power that have changed 
and transitioned over time. 
The state as patron and state sponsored art in Iraq goes back to the formative years of the 
newly independent Republic of Iraq, from the mid-1930s to the late-1950s, where artists often 
functioned as a part of the state, glorifying the regime, defining and representing Arab nationalist 
visions of the State’s history (Shabout 2007:25). During the post-colonial period in Iraq, roughly 
from the early 1940s through the late 1960s, influential Arab artists like Jawad Salim, Shakir 
Hassan Al Said and Dia al-Azzawi, early members of the Baghdad Modern Art Group, sought to 
formulate an art that underscored a secular national identity. The work of these artists reflected 
their own study of European art and a quest for a local style that incorporated an indigenous Iraqi 
heritage and history (Shabout 2007: 97-144). Jawad Salim, a leading artist of this time, 
encouraged artists to draw from their own local heritage (Nashashibi 1998: 169). “Antiquity was 
an incentive,” Al-Azzawi explains, “Instead of following a European example, seek inspiration 
from tradition” (Shabout 2007:121). Orit Bashkin finds that roughly between 1938 and 1958, 
“The state sponsored Iraqi artists; it sent them to international and Middle Eastern art 
exhibitions, assisted in building exhibit halls in Iraq, and funded the training of Iraqi artists in 
European art schools.” (Bashkin 2008: 91). In 1941, the first Fine Arts Institute was established 
Transforming Relationships of Power | 56  
 
in Baghdad, thereby establishing a formal “academy” of art in Iraq. Bozarslan’s contributions 
shows that there are both continuities and differences between engaged and contesting forms of 
art during the periods of the 1940s and 1950s, what he calls “the subordinated arts” of the 1970s– 
1990s and of “the fragmented and skeptical arts” of the 2000s. These continuities and differences 
demonstrate some of the shifting demands in the relationship between the Iraqi state as patron 
and the artist as client. Bozarslan details the most significant characteristics of each period, but 
also shows that throughout all three of these periods some themes, such as the Arab national 
question or the idea of self-sacrifice for the nation, are present in Iraqi art throughout all three 
periods. In addition, the artists tried to have some limited personal autonomy and circles of 
socialization but also used official institutions as spaces where they could testify their loyalty to 
the regime (Bozarslan 2012: 404, Shabout, 2004). However, the “folklorization” of minority 
cultures, like in the case of Kurdistan, gave artists the possibility of inventing semi-autonomous 
spaces for expression (Bozarslan 2012: 404). Rebwar Saeed and Bakhtyar Saeed both document 
that at the time of the founding of the Republic, the northern cities of Sulaimani, Duhok, Kirkuk 
and Erbil, are aid to each had formal organizations of artists and arts education (Saeed 2012, 
Saeed 2013). However, there is not sufficient evidence to support this notion. All of the artists I 
interviewed acknowledged that before the establishment of the Fine Arts Institute, in 1980 in the 
Kurdish city of Sulaimani, to include other institutions that were opened later like the College of 
Arts in the University of Sulaimani, students had to go to Baghdad to study art. This was 
problematic. As Rebwar Saeed explains, “Arabic being the language of Iraq made studying in 
Baghdad difficult, as Kurds have their own language” (Saeed 2012: 117). Saeed’s comment 
draws attention to a linguistic and cultural difference between Kurds in the north and Baghdad as 
the capital of Iraq. Still, there is more here to unpack. Saeed goes on to talk about his year in 
Baghdad, studying at the College for Traditional Woodcraft, “During my year in Baghdad, 
political repression against the students (especially the Kurdish students) increased and, as I 
refused to become affiliated to the Ba’ath party, I had no other option than to return to Kurdistan. 
This coincided with the war between Iraq and Iran and I faced forced conscription as a solider in 
the Iraqi army” (Saeed 2012: 51). Saeed’s account demonstrates that in the power relationship 
with Baghdad as the artistic capital of Iraq, a Kurdish art student would have been under extreme 
economic, linguistic, cultural and political pressure studying in Baghdad during any period from 
the founding of the Republic of Iraq to the present. Therefore, the relationship between the Iraqi 
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state-as-patron and the Kurdish artist-as-client has been, the best of times, strained, but for the 
most, a hostile relationship.  
Today, stories about the Fine Arts Institute in Sulaimani travel by word of mouth, as 
there is little in the way of written documentation about the institution. By all accounts, the 
Institute was established in 1980 by artists Ali Jola, Hikmat Hindi, Hama Jaza, Hama Ali Kurdo, 
Baxtiar Mustafa, Abdulla Rasul, Azad Jalal, Badia’a Dartash, Hiwa Abdulla and Kosrat Jamal. 
These artists opened the Departments of the Plastic Arts (Visual Arts) and Theatre. The 
following year, more people, including artists Anwar Qaradaghi, Salah Raouf, Ahmed Salar and 
Muhsin Pirot became involved with the new Fine Arts Institute and opened the Department of 
Music. All of these artists graduated from the College of Art in Baghdad (H., Ranj. Personal 
Interview. 22 November 2017). Interestingly, one of the artists I interviewed referred to the 
establishment of the Fine Arts Institute as, “a national critical action” (H., Ranj. Personal 
Interview. 22 November 2017). I discuss this topic of art as a critical action in more depth in 
Chapter Three, Contesting Histories Through Art, within my discussion of Conceptual Art. 
Earlier in our interview, the artist explained his views of the relationship of art to politics and 
conflict, “Critical artwork has a close relationship with crisis”, and, “When there is a problem, 
there is material for artists to work with” (H., Ranj. Personal Interview. 23 November 2016). 
This is an interesting comment indeed and points to the problems associated with going to 
Baghdad for an arts education during the 1970s-1980s, at the time of the founding of the Fine 
Arts Institute. From this perspective, we can begin to understand the importance of the Fine Arts 
Institute in that it served to redirect cultural power in Iraq, away from Baghdad as the historic 
center of the formalized, academy of art, to the Kurdish north in Sulaimani. That is not to suggest 
that the importance of Baghdad as a cultural and artistic center was entirely undermined by the 
creation of art institutions in Iraqi Kurdistan. Today, Baghdad continues to pull the elite of the art 
world in Iraq, including both Arab and Kurdish. However, if we allow our imaginations to travel 
back in time to the establishment of the Fine Arts Institute in Sulaimani we can imagine that the 
establishment must have created a new cultural space that was at a distance from, and therefore, 
not dominated by Baghdad, and where the focus of the work of Kurdish artists could focus topics 
of specifically Kurdish interest where before those topics would have necessarily had to have 
been subordinated and folded in to topics of interest at the level of the Iraqi state. We can also 
consider that the coming together of the aforementioned artists who founded the Institute, 
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subsequently set in motion the establishment of an elevated group of artists within Kurdish 
society, who were charged with the direction that art and artists in Iraqi Kurdistan would take. 
Thus, the creation of the Fine Arts Institute would have created a new center of socio-political 
power, weakening the power relationship between Baghdad and the Kurdish north of Iraq.  
Later, in the 1990s and the early 2000s, patronage from the government of Iraq towards 
the Kurds was severed. It was first severed in 1992, at the same time that Kurdistan became an 
autonomous region inside Iraq. It was again severed in 2003 in the war in which the ruling 
Ba’ath regime was deposed. This war changed many circumstances, including economics, for 
Iraqi Kurds (King 2010: 168, King 2005: 325). During this period, the project to build the 
Museum of Contemporary Art (or “Crossing Museum”) in Sulaimani was in its nascency. Living 
in exile in France in the early 1990s, Dr. Rebwar Saeed, the current Dean of the College of Fine 
Arts at Sulaimani, together with artists Edith Henry and Karina Waschko, began to conceptualize 
a collection of artwork by international artists with the intention of exhibiting it in Kurdistan 
(Saeed 2012: 106). The “Association La Pluie d’Oiseaux” (“Shower of Birds”) was created in 
1994 with the coming together of these three painters of different cultures and different countries 
which to create a traveling exhibition, workshops and associated events. A year earlier, Dr. 
Rebwar returned to Iraqi Kurdistan to propose the idea for the museum and the collection to the 
Prime Minister of the first Kurdish Cabinet. Saeed describes the atmosphere in Kurdistan in 
1994, when he was able to return to Kurdistan and in that time, propose the idea of the Museum 
of Modern Art: 
 “In 1991, the government of the Kurdish region of Iraq was set up 
in Suleimany. It was the first democratically and freely elected 
government in Iraq, confronted with the huge task of rebuilding the 
region’s economic, social and educational structure. Despite all 
the difficulties, artistic life and education have developed, and this 
renewal has brought with it a desire for venues adapted to these 
activities, place that match the aspirations of the people to form 
part of the modern world and develop real exchanges with other 
cultures” (Saeed 2012: 105).” 
 
It was also in this same period of time that, in 1998, the College of Fine Arts was created 
as part of the University of Sulaimani as Kurdish authorities made efforts to establish systems of 
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higher education with greater autonomy from Baghdad (Saeed 2012: 117). As for the Museum of 
Modern Art, there was agreement, but it took a number of years later and two different Cabinets 
to agree to the plan. Finally, with direct support from Hero Ibrahim, wife of former Iraqi 
President, Jalal Talabani, and support from Dr. Barham Salah, then Prime Minister of the 
Kurdish Regional Government, the project had the political and financial support it needed to 
begin. Influential figures such as Hero Ibrahim and Dr. Barham Salah have been significant 
patrons of the Arts, supporting many projects in the region. Finally in 2003, the Ministry of 
Culture committed to financial backing of the project (Saeed 2012: 106-109). However, in 2016 
and 2017, at the time of this research, the Museum of Modern Art, while complete, it has yet to 
fully open, was structurally unsound, uninhabited and in a state of severe disrepair. Saeed 
explains the Museum’s troubled progress: 
 
“Despite the fact that the general positive support for the 
museum was doubtlessly there, we did experience major problems 
once the planning and first building stages had been reached. The 
Crossing Museum should have reached completion in 2006 with 
the official opening taking place shortly afterwards. The reasons 
why the Museum is still not open today lie in the following causes: 
as Kurdistan was just emerging from a very difficult period of war 
and occupation, the priority of building a Museum of Modern Art 
was not generally shared by the political establishment. Schools, 
hospitals, housing, electricity supply, security questions were 
prioritized and it required intense lobbying and campaigning to 
persuade politicians to back our project. Inexperience on the part 
of myself and my collaborators did not prepare us for many 
difficulties connected with the complex political landscape in 
Kurdistan “(Rashed 2012: 128). 
 
Saeed finally notes that, “ Another major problem was continuity of in funding was lacking” 
and that, “ A large amount of the final release of government funding to complete the building 
came as a direct consequence of reports in the media (TV and newspapers) on the problems 
facing the Museum Project” (Rashed 2012: 128-129). The story of the Museum of Contemporary 
Art in Sulaimani is an excellent example that demonstrates that one must have political and 
financial backing from important patrons to go forward with such a project. While political and 
financial backing often go hand in hand, the two are not necessarily synonymous. Even with 
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such backing, and general popular support for a project, both political and financial support from 
an important patron can be and has been inconsistent.  
 
Figure 3 Program from the Slemani International Film Festival, Sulaimani, 2016 (Photo by author) 
 
1.4 Transforming Relationships Of Power 
 
At the time of the writing of this chapter in 2016 and 2017, the government of Iraqi 
Kurdistan was funding fewer art projects, compared to the period from roughly 2000 until 2014, 
while, at the same time, defunding projects that were once well-supported. This is a major 
change from the government’s historical role as the sole or major patron of most artwork 
produced in Iraqi Kurdistan. The loss of this major patron has significantly changed the 
relationship between government "patron" and artist "client". A long-standing and significant 
relationship, the patron-client relationship has long been integral to the social, political and 
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economic makeup of Mediterranean and Middle Eastern societies (King 2014, Gellner & 
Waterbury 1977). This is also true in Iraqi Kurdistan. Diane King explains, “A patron is someone 
who has something, a good or an opportunity, to dispense. A client is someone who receives that 
good or opportunity in exchange for loyalty and service. The Kurdistan Region is the site of 
vigorous connecting between prospective or actual patrons and clients. In the new global milieu, 
this jockeying is more complex than in the past. Everyone, even a very powerful person, is a 
client of someone.”(King 2014: Kindle Locations 2159-2161.Kindle Edition). Patron-client 
relationships in this context are hierarchical, though obligations between the patron and the client 
are mutual. Typically, the client-artist possesses less wealth or are from a lower social class than 
their patron. In some cases, the patron and the client might be of the same social rank, but it is 
the patron who possesses greater wealth, influence, or prestige that has enabled them to act as a 
benefactor (Hall 1974: 506).  
Diane King explains that in Iraqi Kurdistan, “The Barzanis and the Talabanis, today’s 
leading shaikhly lineages, have produced the main leaders of today’s Kurdistan” (King 2014: 
144). It is these two families, the Barzani’s and the Talabani’s, that dominate the KDP (Barzani) 
and PUK (Talabani) political parties. After the first elections in Iraqi Kurdistan in 1992, KDP 
and PUK emerged as the dominate power sharers, along with several other, smaller, political 
parties. The current political leadership in Iraqi Kurdistan, and therefore the wealthy and 
powerful patrons who are in a position to sustain the arts, reflect a relatively small and powerful 
group that has been able to monopolize wealth and political power, to also include institutions of 
education and the means of communication with the international community. The Kurdish 
Regional Government’s ability, dominated by the KDP and PUK, to patronize the arts in the 
region has steadily declined since 2014 with the onset of a severe economic crisis that has 
effected the Kurdish region. Kurdistan 24, a news source based in Sulaimani reported on what 
Hiva Haji Mirkhan, a member of the Kurdistan Parliament’s financial committee, sited as the 
four major events that contributed to the economic crisis in Iraqi Kurdistan. These include: 
Baghdad’s refusal to pay the KRG’s share of the Iraqi national budget; the war against the 
Islamic State of Iraq and Syria; the large number of refugees and Internally Displaced Persons 
(IDPs) fleeing to the Kurdistan Region because of the war against ISIS and the Syrian Civil War; 
along with the decrease in global oil prices (Mamakani 2016). Yet, Artists working in the region 
still seek and expect a level of Government patronage. Hussein Ali Rashid comments that, “ An 
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artist cannot achieve this by himself, he must have a guardian and a supporter behind him such as 
government, and then he can reach that level of creativity…It is true that there is some 
assistance, but it is not enough.” (Saeed 2013: 23). Rashid's comments echoed those of all of the 
artists that were interviewed during this study. An article appearing in the Slemani Film, a daily 
newsletter produced for the first Slemani International Film Festival (October 2016) was less 
forgiving in their assessment of government support and directly commented on what they 
perceived of as political maneuvering that stunted the creation of the Festival. The title of the 
article declared, "Ministry of Culture punishes Sulaimani" and went on to say that, "Even though 
the beginning of filmmaking was from Slemani, but the ministry of culture punishes Slemani and 
decided to prohibit the preparation of Slemani Film Festival" (SIFF 2016: 4). Further, Kamaran 
Nouri Gulala, noted as the Director of Cinema in the Administration of Culture in Sulaimani, 
states that, “Even though the fourth round of the Slemani Film Festival had been organized by 
the former Administration of Culture in Slemani, but the festival was held but not continued. The 
continuity of the festival was held by Dr. Kawa's decision, who said that film festivals should not 
be held in Slemani, and all film festivals should be held in Duhok, Theatre Festivals should be 
held in Erbil and Music Festivals should be held in Slemani. And this decision is still followed 
"(SIFF 2016: 4). Gulala, further declared that, "This [this decision] was a decit for Slemani, the 
purpose of this was to make Slemani less. It was nothing more than a political achievement" 
(SIFF 2016: 4). What specific deceit or chicanery Gulala is referring to is unknown, however, it 
hints at struggle between the two political parties and their areas of influence within the Kurdish 
government. Most certainly his comments conceal higher-stakes drama behind the scenes. At 
every level of political life in Kurdistan, there is much that is in process and much is contested 
(King 2014: Kindle Location 1940. Kindle Edition). What is interesting is the nature of this 
comment and its publication in the film festival’s publication. The comment’s bold manner and 
its direct, public presentation suggests that Gulala may not be concerned about reprisal for the 
comments, or that he is possibly appealing to the mutual nature of the patron-client relationship 
and the responsibility of the patron to provide for their clients.  
Like the example of the building of the Museum of Contemporary Art, the development of 
the Slemani International Film Festival also demonstrates that political and financial backing 
from important patrons is critical to any endeavor yet it is support that can be highly inconsistent 
and variable. The Museum of Contemporary Art project spans a time period from the late 1990s 
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into the early 2000s while the example of the Slemani Film Festival, is an example from late 
2016. Nearly twenty years later, a comparison of these two examples hints at how tensions in the 
relationships between weak or ineffectual patrons and expectant clients as grown more 
discontented over time. In the case of the Slemani International Film Festival, political support 
was received from prominent members of the PUK (Patriotic Union of Kurdistan) party while 
financial backing came from different sources. The Slemani Film, published a statement from 
Fuad Jalal, member of the Board of the Slemani International Film Festival. In his statement, 
Jalal talks about the importance of the private sector becoming more involved in the sponsorship 
of arts projects like the Film Festival: 
“The private sector has a great role in transmitting the cinema 
to another stage. In all countries that have a developed cinema, 
cinema has catalyzed the economic infrastructure. The private 
sector played an important role in outline and cultural structure. 
Therefore if we wish for linkage it to the state’s economy we have 
summon the private sector to this industry in order to play its roles 
independently. Despite of the artistic and cultural function, cinema 
has an enormous role a visual representation of national identity. 
Consequently, the government should encourage the private sector 
in order to develop this industry” (SIFF 2016: 4).  
 
Jalal’s statement again highlights the importance of patronage but also shows that despite the 
lack of government funds, and in the face of support that can be highly inconsistent and variable 
when it does present itself; artists continue to expect a level of Government patronage. This 
expectation placed on the patron-client relationship reflects political and social structures 
imposed under the Ba’ath regime that, “systematically impoverished the country and completely 
changed its society” (Uwer & Osten-Sacken 2006:2) by controlling every level of societal 
activity, leaving no space for autonomous efforts by citizens (Bock 2006: 14). The Baᵓath party 
was able to accomplish this by exploiting the oil sector to create a system of patron-client 
relationships while at the same time wiping out alternative areas of economic opportunity that 
were not directly controlled by the regime (Bock 2006, Uwer & Osten-Sacken 2006). Jalal’s 
comments suggest that a strong connection between government-as-patron and citizen-as-client 
still exists in post- Baᵓath, post-revolution Iraqi Kurdistan. While the structure of the bureaucracy 
has changed since the establishment of the Kurdish Regional Government, regional elites have 
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maintained their own patron-client networks and structures that were established during the 
Kurdish Revolution.   
Interestingly, Jalal’s comments also directly address the development of the “economic 
infrastructure” through encouraging the expansion of the “private sector”. In this case, Jalal talks 
about the ways in which the private sector support of cinema in the region will help to, 
“Transmitting the cinema to another stage”, that is to say, it will “advance” Kurdish cinema and 
its influence. At the same time Jalal suggests that cinema can also, “Catalyzed the economic 
infrastructure” (SIFF 2016: 4). In an interview with a board member of the Slemani International 
Film Festival who asked to remain anonymous, this research was told that the Board of the Film 
Festival, meeting both political resistance as well as a shortfall of finances, turned for help to 
Mala Bakhtyar, a prominent member of the PUK (Patriotic Union of Kurdistan) party. Bakhtyar, 
in turn, actively solicited support from roughly fifteen of the larger businesses in the Sulaimani 
area. The same board member also lamented the lack of financial support from the Kurdish 
Regional Government but noted that, “Less government support means less government 
control”. Of course, with projects of larger scale such as the Museum of Contemporary Art and 
the Slemani International Film Festival, it may seem self-evident that political and financial 
patrons from the city, governate, regional and even state levels would necessarily be involved 
and support from influential individuals. However, even with smaller, local projects, we see the 
same expectations placed on the patron-client relationship as well as the same patterns of 
complex politicking for inconsistent political and financial support.  
Utilizing the Shank and Schirch Transforming Relationships approach as theoretical model to 
consider the nature of current patron-client relationships in Iraqi Kurdistan, we begin by 
considering the assumption underlying this approach. Simple, yet elegant, this assumption is that 
“conflict damages relationships”. Bringing it to our own case, we first ask –do we see damage to 
relationships between patrons and their once clients? The clear answer is yes. Earlier in this 
work, we addressed a number of significant political and economic shifts in Kurdistan that have 
weakened the peoples’ faith in their leadership. Diane King’s work, Asylum Seekers / Patron 
Seekers: Interpreting Iraqi Kurdish Migration (2005), further supports the notion that patron-
client relationships have shifted and argues that the inability of members of the poor and middle 
class to secure beneficial patronage in the 1990s and early 2000s, after the Government of Iraq’s 
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patronage relationship was severed with most Kurds, may have significantly contributed to the 
out migration of Kurds to the West (King 2014: 168, King 2005). The 2014 blocking of the 
transfer of revenue to the Kurdish Government and continuing tensions between the KDP and 
PUK continue to strain and divide Kurdish society, making for shifting and unreliable 
relationships of power. Secondly, using the Transforming Relationships approach-as-theoretical-
model we must consider the intended outcomes of the approach, which are, to re-create 
relationships that have been damaged through conflict by addressing trauma and creating justice 
(Shank & Schirch 2008: 6). However, using the approach to understand and interpret, the 
Transforming Relationships approach-as-theoretical-model helps us to consider the relationships 
and the environment in which they inhabit in a more fluid and holistic manner. In this way, we 
are able to expand our perspective to see that in the rift between patron and client caused by the 
economic crisis in Iraqi Kurdistan, there is now space through which both conflict and change 
might enter. The realization that relationships can be damaged through conflict is neither 
surprising nor revelatory and scholars and practitioners in peacebuilding have amply shown that 
there must be conscientious work to rebuild damaged relationships in a just manner. However, in 
an effort to produce new ideas and ways of seeing and understanding ourselves, it becomes 
important to emphasize the element of change that any conflict produces and to consider the new 
kinds of environments, counter-institutions and alternative spaces, what Gramsci called counter-
hegemony, that may be produced from that conflict (Gramsci 1971, Thompson 2015: 4). The 
extensive contributions of Martin Van Bruinessen and the work of Diane King demonstrate the 
significance of the patron-client relationship in Kurdistan but also its enduring and adaptable 
nature and that, “Older forms of patronage and clientage are being replaced with newer forms” 
(King 2014: 167). In this case, the Transforming Relationships approach-as-theoretical-model 
produces more questions for us to consider, the most important – in this moment of flux, what 
ways will this relationship adapt and change? It remains to be seen whether long-standing 
relationships of power, integral to many of the social, political and economic aspects of Kurdish 
society, will shift in ways that are beneficial and supportive of a sustainable positive peace over 
time. How intractable are the old mentalities and will potential new avenues lead to the creation 
of institutions and structures that will offer a Just Peace.  
1.5 Conclusion 
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This chapter has sought to utilize the Shank & Schirch Transforming Relationships approach 
to consider the changing relationships of power in Iraqi Kurdistan. Followed by a brief survey of 
a few of the important historical events that created the Kurdish Autonomous Region and the 
Kurdish Regional Government, I distinguished the “Kurdish Issue” in Iraq as a protracted social 
conflict in the manner that Edward Azar has described the phenomena of a protracted social 
conflict. Our survey of these shifting relationships in recent history also included some of the key 
shifts between the Iraqi state-as-patron, followed by the Kurdish Regional Government-as-patron 
to Kurdish artists-as-clients. While this chapter has argued that Iraqi Kurdistan today is an 
exemplar of a protracted social conflict in the manner of Edward Azar’s work, we find that the 
Iraqi Federation and its attendant relationships of power should be consider to be in transition 
(Shakir 2017) 
An examination of the patron-client relationships of artists in the region suggests that despite 
structural changes to the Iraqi state since the establishment of the Kurdish Autonomous Region 
and the Kurdish Regional Government, and the subsequent weakening of the ability of powerful 
government patrons to support client-artists, the patron-client relationship continues to 
predominate in relationships of power in Iraqi Kurdistan. This relationship continues to endure 
even in the face of weakened patron-client relationships and patrons who have less goods or 
opportunities to dispense to potential clients in return for their loyalty or service (King 2005). It 
is not reasonable at this moment in history to suggest that a millennia’s-old economic, political 
and cultural relationship would be abandoned for some other political form. However, there is 
ample evidence to suggest that it is indeed changing and adapting. The element of change has 
been introduced into this power relationship suggesting that citizen-artists are engaging and 
creating new avenues to garner the economic, political and social support they need to 
accomplish their goals. It remains to be seen, however, whether these long-standing 
relationships, integral to many of the social, political and economic aspects of Kurdish society, 
will shift in ways that will allow for greater inclusion of all stakeholders within Kurdish society 
and if they will be supportive of newer forms of governance, economic and social institutions 
that must be adapted over time in order to create a sustainable culture for a Just Peace and 
potentially reduce the chance of future conflict.  
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CHAPTER 2 - CONSTITUTING HISTORIES THROUGH ART 
 
In Chapter Two, I will continue to lay the foundation for a deeper dive into the complex 
politicking inside the world of the visual arts in Kurdistan by considering the second of what I 
have come to think of as the “two great behemoths” of Patronage and Nationalism. In this 
chapter, I will first consider some of the important historical milestones in the development of 
Kurdish nationalism. Next, I will highlight some of the important aspects of that narrative, 
specifically those aspects that constitute the Kurdish nation through ties to common ethnic roots 
and a shared national tragedy that was the Anfal, but that which also includes Kurdish rights to 
cultural identity and homeland as they are equated with human rights. Nationalism has been 
identified as “one of the most powerful forces in the modern world” (Hutchinson & Smith 
1994:3, Sheyholislami 2011: 1) even though notable scholars like Eric Hobsbawm have 
anticipated its demise (Appadurai 1996, Hobsbawm 1990, Sheyholislami 2011: 1):  
“the world history of the late twentieth and early twenty-
first centuries . . . will inevitably have to be written as the history 
of a world which can no longer be contained within the limits of 
‘nations’ and ‘nation-states,’ as these used to be defined, either 
politically, or economically, or culturally, or even linguistically. It 
will see ‘nation-states’ and ‘nations’ or ethnic/ linguistic groups 
primarily as retreating before, resisting, adapting to, being 
absorbed, or dislocated by, the new supranational restructuring of 
the globe ” (Hobsbawm 1990: 182). 
 
The surge in nationalist movements in recent decades has been seen as a response to the 
need to promote collective identities within states and also among nations without states, like the 
Kurds (Sheyholislami 2011: 1, Kane 2000: 245– 264). Of course, this assumes that nations can 
exist without states. Nations without a state, together with their nationalism, display a strong 
cultural and territorial identity that expresses itself as a national character. Scholars have 
considered nationalism in terms of ideology, the cultural, ethnic, and linguistic aspects as well as 
in terms of political movements that seek regional autonomy or independence (Sheyholislami 
2011: 9-11). Here, I will consider nationalism and its cultural products and will engage with the 
development of the National Museum at Amna Suraka which will enabled us to uncover the 
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pieces of the dominant Kurdish nationalist narrative and to think about the stakeholders involved 
in its construction. We will continue to unpack the Kurdish nationalist narrative by utilizing 
Michael Shank and Lisa Schirch's Waging Conflict Nonviolently approach for strategic arts-
based peacebuilding, as a theoretical tool through which we will consider the constituent part 
that narrative plays in the activities of the National Museum. Through an investigation of the 
National Museum at Amna Suraka we may recognize and consider the deep-level production of 
culture, which is being done in order to constitute the Kurds both as a nation and nation-state.  
2.1 Kurdish Nationalist Discourse 
 
Throughout their history, the Kurds of Iraq have experienced denial of their ethnic 
identity, with the Iraqi government outlawing forms of Kurdish cultural expression, forcing 
assimilation, relocation and at the extreme, enacting genocide. No one can deny that since 1991, 
the Kurds of Iraq have made impressive strides towards developing a stable, democratic and 
modern region within the state of Iraq (Brenneman 2007: 5-6). External aid to the Kurdistan 
Region that followed the first Gulf War opened previously unavailable avenues for development. 
Aid at this time targeted the Kurds as victims of Saddam Hussein, supporting recovery and 
encouraging development. In contrast to the pre-Gulf War period, where external aid to the 
Kurdistan region was virtually non-existent, a considerable amount of reconstruction and nation-
building took place, aided, intentionally or not, by external patronage. This period of 
international relief to the Kurds, and the stimulus it encouraged, supported the semi-legitimacy 
of the newly formed Kurdish government and a Kurdish quasi-state in Iraq that was highly 
dependent on external patronage for its survival (Natali 2010: 51). “During this period,” notes 
Natali, “the Kurds conducted elections, created their own government, and engaged in civil 
society building.” Also at this time, Kurdish officials engaged in identity-reshaping projects that 
de-Arabized education, administration and communication systems (Natali 2010: 29-34). In this 
manner, the construction of a Kurdish social, political and ideological space in the KRG worked 
to transform the land into national territory for the Kurds (Kaiser 2002: 230). Curricula, street 
signs, and official forms of public communication were changed from Arabic to Kurdish. 
Television stations, newspapers, and universities were created or reopened; all based on the 
Kurdish language and history and underlining nationalist themes (Natali 2010:34).  
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While there is a historical Kurdish identity, the articulation of Kurdish nationalism is 
relatively recent, dating to the beginning of the last century (Sheyholislami 2011: 53, Van 
Bruinessen 2000). Respected and widely read scholars of Kurdish Nationalism Martin Van 
Bruinessen (2000), Abbas Vali (1998) and Amir Hassanpour (2003), find that Kurdish 
nationalism, broadly, is indeed modern and began in the early years of the twentieth century, 
though Hassanpour suggests earlier. At the time when Turkish, Persian, and Arab nationalisms 
began to assert themselves, these national identities defined themselves in part by defining 
themselves in debate with “relevant Others” (Van Bruinessen 2016, Anderson 1983) within these 
respective states, thus leading to the denial of the ethnic identities of minorities, like the Kurds 
(Van Bruinessen 2000, Vali 1998, Hassanpour 2003, Sheyholislami 2011). Van Bruinessen 
explains, “A Kurd in Syria or Iraq is, most obviously, not an Arab, a Kurd in Iran is not an Azeri 
or a Persian, and a Kurd in Turkey is not a Turk – at least in some situations” (Van Bruinessen 
2016:2). Authors like Vali (1998) contend that, in turn, a Kurdish Nationalist identity emerged as 
a reaction to the affirmation of official national identities in Turkey, Iran, Iraq, and Syria and as 
reaction to assimilation of the Kurds into these official national identities (Van Bruinessen 2000, 
Vali 1998, Hassanpour 2003, Sheyholislami 2011). Jaffer Sheyholislami’s investigation of 
Kurdish media discourses in processes of identity formation, through a critical discourse analysis 
of messages in the Kurdish media, demonstrates that while there is not one single Kurdish 
identity, within the last decade a strong pan-Kurdish identity has started to emerge alongside 
several regional identities (Sheyholislami 2011Kindle Edition: 181). 
Contemporary Kurdish national identity bears strong ethnic roots. “Kurdayati”, that sense 
of ethnic consciousness and distinctiveness defined by a shared culture, language, territory, set of 
symbols, memory and experience as well as future political aspirations (Brenneman 2007:3, 
Sheyholislami, J. 2011: 47 Kindle Edition) has increasingly constituted the stuff of Kurdish 
nationalism inside Iraqi Kurdistan and across borders in states where there have historically been 
Kurdish populations and diasporas since the mid-1990s (Van Bruinessen 2000). Kurdish 
nationalist discourses tend to historicize the nation and there are numerous myths that concern 
the origins of the Kurds that validate Kurdish identity (McDowall 2014, Sheyholislami, J. 2011). 
Such primordialist approaches to the nation and nationalism espouse the belief that the Kurds 
have existed since time immemorial as one nation, and that they have always lived in their 
geographical homeland, which is Kurdistan. Through the primordialist perspective, the dispersal 
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and disunity among Kurdish groups is explained by the invasion of Kurdish lands and 
domination of Kurdish peoples by external forces (Sheyholislami, J. 2011:51). A Kurdish 
national identity that began taking shape in dialogue with other nationalisms like Arab or Turkish 
nationalism, that is both fluid and constitutive, runs current with Benedict Anderson’s definition 
of the nation as an imagined political community. It also agrees with his understanding of 
“Culture” as the roots of nationalism from which ideas of mutual connection draw their 
sustenance endowing newly or historically recently formed traditions with the feeling of the 
primordial (Anderson 1983). For Anderson, “Culture” is the carefully curated set of symbols, 
histories, artifacts and shared memories that are drawn from and engaged in order to form the 
imagined community of the nation. Such actions are further explained by Fredrik Barth’s work 
on ethnicity in which he focuses on the ongoing negotiations of boundaries between groups of 
people that entail social processes of incorporation and exclusion, instead of the notion of 
cultures and ethnicities as bounded entities and primordial bonds (Barth 1969).  
To clarify, it should be understood that contemporary Kurdish nationalism is both 
complex and fluid, drawing upon a number of variables. The roots of contemporary Kurdish 
nationalism begin as a discourse in relationships with “relevant Others” (Van Bruinessen 2016, 
Anderson 1983) and in part, defining themselves in debate with those others like Arab, Turkish 
and Persian nationalisms of the twentieth century. Creation of a national identity in dialogue with 
these “relevant others” continues to be significant and that discourse is still relevant today. Such 
a construction of identity is both informed by and, in turn, is influenced by those primordialist 
notions of identity that are rooted in that sense of ethnic distinctiveness defined by a shared 
culture, language, territory, set of symbols and memory (Brenneman 2007:3, Sheyholislami, J. 
2011: 47 Kindle Edition). This sense of Kurdishness, in dialogue with the national identities of 
“relevant Others” and paired with the future political aspirations of a Kurdistan independent 
from the state of Iraq, (Brenneman 2007:3, Sheyholislami, J. 2011: 47 Kindle Edition) has 
increasingly constituted the stuff of Kurdish nationalism inside Iraqi Kurdistan and across 
borders in states where there have historically been Kurdish populations and diasporas since the 
mid-1990s (Van Bruinessen 2000). There is not one single, monolithic Kurdish identity, however 
within the last decade a strong pan-Kurdish identity has started to emerge alongside several 
regional identities (Sheyholislami 2011Kindle Edition: 181) and these Kurdish national identities 
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increasingly draw upon instances of “collective trauma” (Mlodoch 2012 Kindle Edition: 218-
219) as a constitutive element of Kurdish nationalist identity.  
The Anfal, the genocide of the Kurdish people committed in northern Iraq and conducted 
between 1986 and 1989, is one such dispersal that forms an important part of a Kurdish shared 
memory as well as a national symbol. The Anfal is considered a “collective trauma” and an 
important constitutive element of Kurdish national identity (Mlodoch 2012 Kindle Edition: 218-
219). Human Rights Watch´s comprehensive report “Genocide in Iraq - The Anfal Campaign 
Against the Kurds,” details the systematic and deliberate murder of between 50,000 to100,000 
Kurds in Northern Iraq and demonstrates that the victims were targeted on the basis of their 
ethnicity3. As Andrea Fischer-Tahir and Karin Mlodoch have found, the acknowledgement of the 
Anfal as a genocide on both the Iraqi and international level is accorded high significance, not 
only among the Kurdish political leadership, but also in academic and public discourse. As such, 
it must be considered in the light of struggles for significance and power as it forms a 
constitutive part of the Kurdish nationalist narrative were in Kurdish culture is equated with 
Kurdish human rights (Mlodoch 2012 Kindle Edition: 218-219 Fischer-Tahir 2012 Kindle 
Edition: 229). Equating Kurdish culture and ethnic identity with Kurdish human rights was a 
feature of the relief phase immediately following the onset of the first Gulf War. In the case of 
the Kurds of Iraq, there was unprecedented external military, political, and humanitarian 
intervention from abroad, legitimated by UNSCR 688, in which human rights and humanitarian 
considerations were to take precedence over Iraqi state sovereignty (Natali 2010). Equating 
Kurdish culture and ethnic identity with Kurdish human rights also runs current with 
contemporary notions about the place of culture within human rights and cultural rights as 
human rights (Irina 2011). Within the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, culture is deeply 
connected to the conception of a peoples' identity. Therefore, both culture and identity are 




                                                          
3 https://goo.gl/Y8NcnG 
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"The concept of human rights is bound closely to the belief 
that culture is precious and central to our identity. The way we are 
born, live and die is affected by the culture to which we belong, so 
to take away our cultural heritage is to deny us our identity. At the 
same time, we can all benefit from our experience of other cultures 
and we have something to offer them in return. The Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights says “everyone has the right freely 
to participate in the cultural life of the community” and by 
implication, this also means that no-one has the right to dominate, 
direct or eradicate that culture or impose theirs upon us." 4 
 
The idea of a right to culture has been gradually incorporated into the fabric of human 
rights law and international discourse, recognized in the UDHR and reaffirmed in international 
instruments (Irina 2011). Karin Mlodoch finds that,  
“Victimhood of both past and current violence, forms a 
significant part of the argument to legitimate power claims on the 
national level. In particular, the Anfal and the memory of the Anfal 
genocide has a high importance for the Kurdish political elite and 
society in the process of legitimating their claims for autonomy, for 
power sharing on a national level and for international guarantees 
of Kurdish rights”.5 
Informed by the work of Van Bruinessen, Vali, Hassanpour, as well as Anderson and 
Barth, it seems reasonable that since the establishment of the autonomous Kurdish region of Iraq, 
and the relative stability that has been encouraged there, there would be a boom in efforts, like 
the creation of the National Museum at Amna Suraka, to reclaim, preserve and imagine Kurdish 
culture.  
2.2 Waging Conflict Non-Violently: A Model For Conflict Analysis  
 
To effectively utilize the Shank and Schirch Waging Conflict Non-Violently approach, 
adapted as theoretical model, to interpret the work of nation-building that is going on at the 
National Museum at Amna Suraka through the medium of art and culture. First, we should 
understand that strategic non-violence, in the manner described by Shank and Schirch, which 
                                                          
4 http://www.ohchr.org/EN/UDHR/Pages/CrossCuttingThemes.aspx 
5 Mlodoch 2012 Kindle Edition: 218-219 
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directly and assertively addresses the conflict, is an approach that is best suited to stages in the 
life of a conflict during which there is no direct, or violent, aggression (Shank & Schirch:4-9). 
To suggest that the Waging Conflict Non-Violently approach is contextually ambidextrous and, 
further, to utilize it as theory as I am doing here in this work, we must first distinguish the main 
elements of this model, considering the intended outcomes first. According to the Shank and 
Schirch approaches, approaches that seek to wage conflict in a non-violent way ultimately, seek 
to change the balance of power by gaining support for change by increasing the group’s power to 
address issues and ripen conditions needed to transform relationships and structures.  
Further, artists and activists who choose to wage conflict in a non-violent manner escalate the 
conflict at hand without using violence and through these actions are able to limit the power of 
others to obstruct needs and rights. This approach assumes that those who use non-violent tactics 
are not in a position of power. It also assumes that there are latent or nascent local issues and 
problems of social injustice. The Shank and Schirch Waging Conflict Non-Violently approach 
then, aims to escalate the conflict in a way that the powerful social order cannot ignore or 
marginalize those groups, problems or issues that need highlighting. In order to use this approach 
to elicit and interpret instead of prescribe, as I am doing, we must first distinguish he main 
elements, considering the intended outcomes first and ask ourselves, if, where and when do we 
see these elements. Utilizing the main elements of this approach we should consider that 1) there 
is an absence of direct or violent conflict, 2) there is the presence of latent or nascent local issues 
and problems of social injustice 3) there is the presence of an acute power differential, and 
finally, there is 4) a desire to shift that balance of power in a way that allows for marginalized 
groups or interests to achieve public recognition and greater priority. 
Though I have used these tools in a manner not intended by their creators, I have sought 
to remain true to the nature of the original approach in order to keep them within an accurate 
context by maintaining a connection to the theories, methods and perspectives from which they 
were built. The work of Shank and Schirch is located within the emergent field of Arts-based 
research or “ABR”, an approach that combines the tenets of the creative arts, and involves 
researchers engaging in art making as a way of knowing and involves the decision to use art as a 
way to respond to particular questions. While Shank and Schirch make it clear that they are 
engaging with the field of peacebuilding, they write in a manner that dissolves artificial 
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disciplinary boundaries. There is much to be gained from Shank and Schirch’s work but that 
which needs to be mined. In many cases, it is the subtle things that are not said in Shank and 
Schirch’s work that speak the loudest and in those cases, we must peel back the skin to consider 
the assumptions underneath. For example, and in the case of this particular approach, in some 
places clear definitions for concepts like “peacebuilding” exist yet in other places, like with their 
approach referred to as “Waging Conflict Non Violently”, the concept of non-violent conflict is 
not explicitly defined. This is potentially problematic with a concept like non-violent action that 
overlaps and intersects with other disciplines that may approach the concept, or aspects of it, 
differently. Still, with a little excavation, we can see that while it is not explicitly stated, the 
elements of Shank and Schirch’s Waging Conflict Non-Violently approach does align with the 
predominate conceptions of peacebuilding as espoused by such leading authorities in the field as 
Gene Sharp6 and scholar/activist George Lakey.  
When we compare the main elements and assumptions of the Shank and Schirch Waging 
Conflict Non-Violently approach to the way scholar and activist, George Lakey7 describes 
nonviolent action we can see that while Shank and Schirch do not explicitly make reference to 
the debates being had in the peacebuilding field, or attempt to locate their work within those 
debates, their work certainly aligns with these conversations. However, it does seem clear that 
Shank and Schirch have limited their focus to the utilization of a more narrow aspect of 
nonviolent action. Lakey describes three applications for nonviolent action which are: change, 
defense and civil peacekeeping. Change includes actions that attempt to alter the status quo. 
Defense includes actions that attempt to retain the status quo, that attempt to protect or save. 
Civilian peacekeeping includes actions where there is the presence of a third party who attempts 
to intervene with the conflicting parties, using nonviolent methods. Change, as Lakey describes 
it, is the aspect of nonviolent action that Shank and Schirch seem to be aligning their approach 
with. Considering the fourth element I have noted of the Waging Conflict Non-Violently 
approach which describes, a desire to shift that balance of power in a way that allows for 
marginalized groups or interests to achieve public recognition and greater priority. In this 
approach, Shank and Schirch are not addressing the use of nonviolent action for defense or 
                                                          
6 https://wagingnonviolence.org/feature/gene-sharp-scholar-nonviolent-warrior/  
7 https://wagingnonviolence.org/author/georgelakey/ , https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VnnBCKRa3rM 
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civilian peacekeeping, but seemed focused only on those actions of change and that seek to alter 
the status quo.  
Further, Shank and Schirch suggest that artists and activists who choose to wage conflict 
in a non-violent manner escalate the conflict at hand without using violence and through these 
actions are able to limit the power of others to obstruct needs and rights. When we peel back the 
skin of the Waging Conflict Non-Violently approach, we can see that this approach is focused at 
the micro level, assumes that those who use non-violent tactics are not in a position of power, 
assumes that the activists aims are to escalate the conflict and it also assumes that there are latent 
or nascent local issues and problems of social injustice upon which the conflict is built. Here to, 
Shank and Schirch align with Lakey but, narrowly. Lakey’s work offers examples of nonviolent 
action being utilized at both the micro and macro levels, like civil rights activism in the United 
States where individuals sat in at lunch counters but also took part in larger city-level protests. 
Shank and Schirch, do not expressly delineate at what level artists/activists might be working. 
However, within their article, the authors offer a number of examples of groups and 
organizations that, “Illustrate the intersection between the arts and peacebuilding” (Shank & 
Schirch 2008: 1). All of these examples, like public murals in Mexico, hip hop activism in the 
United States and Tanzania, point to the work of art and artists that address intracultural conflicts 
within their own societies like corruption, class difference and joblessness, and the work of 
groups of artists. Though that feature is not expressly exhibited in the article these examples 
demonstrate this important element to consider. As a comparative point, in their Reducing Direct 
Violence approach, Shank and Schirch emphasize efforts on the level of state-based legal and 
judicial systems and the military, however, they note that civilian peacekeeping efforts can also 
be implemented. In particular, Shank & Schirch find that, “Artists working to reduce direct 
violence can interrupt the cycle of emotional, spiritual, physical, and/or psychological violence 
through visual, literary, performance, and/or movement art forms”. Using the Arts, advocates can 
create a safe space for victims of violence as well as create the potential to curtail further conflict 
(Shank & Schirch 2008: 5). Here too, there seems to be a focus on the mirco-level and the 
actions of individuals and groups.  
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Ultimately, this blurring of disciplinary lines and fuzzy delineation of concepts did not pose a 
major problem for this work, particularly because I was interested in peeling back the skin of the 
approach to take away the main elements, broadly, to help me frame my thinking on the subject. 
In order to use this approach to elicit and interpret I must first distinguish he main elements, 
considering the intended outcomes first and asked myself, if, where and when did I see these 
elements. With this adapted approach to using the Waging Conflict Non-Violently approach-as-
theoretical model, we will be able to engage the National Museum at Amna Suraka and look 
beneath the surface of political and social rhetoric of the Kurdish nationalist narrative and 
recognize that there are multiple and competing perspectives on this narrative. In addition, we 
will see that those multiple perspectives suggest latent local conflicts otherwise camouflaged by 
a Kurdish nationalism that overwhelms and absorbs other political, economic and social issues. 
2.3 Amna Suraka: The Kurdish Nation Wages Non-Violent Conflict  
 
 “Iraq: From Fear to Freedom”, a U.S. State Department briefing described the Anfal 
campaign as, “an extermination campaign against the Kurds of Iraq, resulting in the deaths of at 
least 50,000 and perhaps as many as 100,000 persons, many of them women and children”.8 The 
United States did nothing to help the Kurds during the time of the Anfal and continued to support 
the Hussein regime despite having full knowledge of the atrocities taking place in Kurdistan. 
Today, the National Museum at Amna Suraka, stands not only as a testament to the success of 
the Kurdish uprising in 1991 and the subsequent creation of the autonomous Kurdistan region in 
Iraq, but also as a memorial to the suffering of the Kurdish people under the Anfal campaign. 
Construction on the building, known locally as “Amna Suraka” (Red Security or Red 
Prison), began in September 1979, roughly two months after Saddam Hussein became president 
of Iraq. From its inception, the so-called “security fort” was designed as a detention center and 
was headquarters to Ba’ath party security officers and the northern division of the Mukhabarat, 
Iraq’s secret intelligence agency. “During Ba’athist times”, reads the museum’s brochure written 
in both Kurdish and English, “this building was a center for controlling the security operations 
performed to watch the activities of the citizens and monitor the whole publications issued in 
                                                          
8 https://www.hsdl.org/?abstract&did=438501  
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Sulaimanya” (National Museum at Amna Suraka brochure). The building served to detain 
enemies of the Iraqi State, and individuals brought to this place were subject to horrific tortures 
and certain death. Today, visitors to the museum are able to tour the complex that includes an art 
gallery, cinema, archive and activity hall, in addition to, halls commemorating the Anfal 
genocide and collections of Kurdish clothing, rugs and other cultural artifacts.  
Visitors may tour the Amna Suraka complex at no charge. Despite the enticement of free 
admission, I did not observe many visitors to the museum during my own, numerous visits to the 
space. Often on these visits, myself and my companion would be the only ones touring the floors 
of cultural artifacts only to be hustled out by a staff member impatient to close up shop for the 
day. The opposite side of the complex, where the Anfal memorial is housed, seemed to have a bit 
more traffic than the buildings that housed the clothing, rugs, jewelry and other material artifacts. 
Mostly, I observed school groups touring this part of the museum, but none too often. As luck 
would have it, my own school, that is to say, the local private school where I was working as an 
English teacher, was making a visit to Amna Suraka and I was able to take part in this excursion. 
During my fieldwork I lived and worked in the Raparin area of Sulaimani in Qaiwan City. As I 
mentioned in my earlier description of my research in the field, Qaiwan City is relatively 
affluent, semi-suburban area situated about fifteen minutes from the city center of Sulaimani. 
The community of students, teachers and family members of students at the school there came 
from the middle and upper-middle classes of Kurdish society. Many students came from families 
of newly-wealthy businessmen, university teachers, the military, members of parliament and 
other government officials – those who dominate institutional aspects of Kurdistan and who 
intermingled and were interconnected through politics, economics and even marriage to 
government elites. At the time of my fieldwork, public schools were not in session due to the 
inability of the government to pay public sector workers, including public school teachers. This 
means that, by default, the school groups I observed would have been those coming from the 
private schools in the area that were in session. Still, even had the public schools been open, they 
are desperately underfunded. It seems reasonable to assume that there would be greater 
attendance at the museum by groups coming from private schools who would have greater 
resources at their disposal to bring their students to the museum. My own school’s visit to Amna 
Suraka was in connection to the remembrance of the Raparin, the 1991 uprising against the 
Saddam regime that led to securing the Kurdish Autonomous Region and the creation of the 
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Kurdish Regional Government. Our visit was exclusively to the Anfal memorial and did not 
include any other areas of the museum. 
During my fieldwork in Sulaimani, I participated in a number of events at the exhibition 
hall gallery at the National Museum at Amna Suraka and interacted with this museum on several 
occasions. It should be noted that there are only a small handful of public museums or art 
galleries in Sulaimani, despite the vibrant and busy arts scene that is active in the city. Amna 
Suraka, as museum, gallery and memorial, features as a prominent venue amongst those. While 
the museum did not seem to gather a large attendance, the number of visitors dramatically 
increased during events held at the exhibition hall. It was common to see large crowds in 
attendance for the opening day celebrations of an exhibition of art work in the hall. After 
opening day, attendance would significantly decrease to its normal trickle of visitors. Visitors to 
these events included television crews, local celebrities, local artists, art teachers from the 
university, foreign visitors (like myself), friends and family of the artists.  
Before 2014, there were more public venues for art exhibition. Since 2014, the Iraqi 
government has blocked the transfer of revenues to the Kurdish authorities, leaving regional 
leaders unable to pay the salaries of public sector employees and administrators. This has, in turn 
impacted arts and cultural projects in Iraqi Kurdistan. Once the sole or major patron of most 
artists’ work, today the government of Iraqi Kurdistan is no longer funding most projects. I talk 
more about the loss of this major patron and the significant change in the relationship between 
government "patron" and artist "client" in the chapter of my dissertation entitled Transforming 
Relationships of Power. Still, in Sulaimani there are at least two other public museums that hold 
historical pieces of material culture. These include the Slemani Museum, an archeological 
museum founded in 1961 whose collections include objects from the greater Mesopotamia 
region, from the Neolithic to the Ottoman Periods and Moli Sofi Karim (The House of Sofi 
Karim), an “old Sulaimani” styled house, roughly 100 years old that is situated in the heart of the 
grand Bazaar, whose collections include antique objects of clothing, household goods, rugs and 
textiles, metalwork and one special room dedicated to singer Karim Kaban, who is rumored to 
have spent a great deal of time at the residence.  
In Chapter Three of my dissertation entitled Contesting Histories Through Art, I discuss, 
in more detail, the use of the exhibition hall space, the space of the Amna Suraka museum and 
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the events presented there. I also discuss how artists have utilized this space and the alternative 
spaces where artists are working within the city that challenge the institutionalized inequalities 
and behavioral scripts that shape how users encounter these spaces. Within the confines of this 
chapter, however, I address the physical transformation of the museum complex as a way to 
engage in conversation about the claiming and redefinition of Amna Suraka by the Kurds as it 
forms a part of the Kurdish national narrative. It is this role, as a national memorial, that Amna 
Suraka serves as an important institution that aids in the maintenance of a Kurdish national 
narrative that includes Kurdish rights to cultural identity and homeland as they are equated with 
human rights.  
 
 
Figure 1 Entering the National Museum at Amna Suraka Photo: Meriwan Abdullah 
James Clifford’s work on collecting art and cultural artifacts explains that, “Some sort of 
‘gathering’ around the self and the group – the assemblage of a material ‘world’, the marking-off 
of a subjective domain that is not ‘other – is probably universal,” but that, “All such collections 
embody hierarchies of value, exclusions, rule-governed territories of the self “(Clifford 1999:96). 
In addition, Robert J. Kaiser’s work on homeland making finds that, “In the social construction 
creation of a national homeland, nationalists employ a wide variety of mechanisms to socially 
construct space and territorialize the nation, “and that “Images, symbolic national landscapes and 
national monuments are common (Kaiser 2002: 232). Said in another way, the work of Clifford 
and Kaiser help us to consider how the National Museum at Amna Suraka demarcates the 
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boundaries of a Kurdish national identity, defines national territory, and documents and 
preserves a Kurdish history that gives permanence to the nation. Clifford and Kaiser also aid us 
to critically consider the context dependent, socially constructed narratives at work at the 
National Museum at Amna Suraka. At the same time, in the case of the Kurds as a marginalized 
minority in Iraq, nation-building through the use of a national museum wages non-violent 
conflict, as described in the Shank & Schirch strategic arts-based peacebuilding approaches. 
Through art and cultural artifacts, the National Museum at Amna Suraka creates a platform that 
is highly imaginative and provocative, that raises awareness about issues of social injustice by 
creating public space to inform and discuss (Shank & Schirch 2008: 4). The National Museum at 
Amna Suraka wages non-violent conflict on behalf of the Kurdish nation within the Iraqi state 
where there is an acute power differential between the government of the Iraqi state and the 
Kurds by shifting the balance of power in a way that allows for the Kurds as a marginalized 
group within the Iraqi state to achieve public recognition and, potentially, greater priority. 
At the time of the writing of this chapter, in 2017, the memory of the hateful acts 
perpetrated at Amna Suraka loom large in the memories of the local Kurdish population. Since 
1996, the entire Amna Suraka complex has been transformed from its former purpose under the 
Ba’ath into a site for the preservation of Kurdish history and culture and for the active 
maintenance of the memory of the Anfal genocide. The museum's brochure notes that, "This 
building saw an active role in working to erase the Kurdish National Identity and to distort their 
culture" (National Museum at Amna Suraka brochure). "The Red Prison" played a significant 
part in the Anfal campaign that utilized chemical warfare, ground offensives and settlement 
destruction in addition to relocation, torture and imprisonment, to exterminate the Kurdish 
population. Violent reprisal from the Hussein regime followed the first Kurdish uprising during 
the first Gulf War, subsequently leading to a second Kurdish uprising. During this time, Amna 
Suraka hosted internally displaced peoples from the Kurdish north of Iraq until 1996. Around 
that time, with the efforts of Hero Ibrahim Ahmed, wife of former Iraqi president Jalal Talabani, 
and the Newroz Company, the structure began its transformation from house of horrors into the 
museum that now stands and today. Today, the museum continues to be supported with resources 
from the P.U.K. (Patriotic Union of Kurdistan) including the Talabanis and the Qaiwan Group. 
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Approaching Amna Suraka, one notices the high, thick walls of concrete and brick that 
encircle the entire complex and are topped by seemingly endless miles of barbed wire. The 
complex stands in sober contrast to the busy shops and lively activity of the cafes and chai 
hanakan (tea-shops) that surround it. Visitors must enter through a portcullis guarded by stone-
faced Peshmerga armed with machine guns and side-arms. Passing through the portcullis and 
entering the complex, visitors are immediately confronted by the buildings that were used for 
detention, torture and execution, that are skeletons of their former selves, physically gutted, 
rundown and marked by gunfire.  
These buildings remain as they were in 1991 when Kurdish forces seized control, 
marking the very moment when, "it was liberated during the Kurdish uprising"9. Probably the 
most well-known symbol of Amna Suraka, the bombed out buildings at the entrance of the 
museum complex, document a historical moment when, through rebellion, the contemporary 
boundaries of a Kurdish national territory in Iraq began to take physical shape. At the same time, 
the husks of these buildings preserve a Kurdish national history that includes violence and 
genocide as a major part of its national memory.  
In contrast to the spaces that were used for detention, torture and execution, which remain 
derelict, physically gutted, rundown and marked by gunfire, major physical transformations have 
occurred over other parts of the Amna Suraka complex. These include: the exhibition hall; 
galleries holding artifacts of cultural heritage; the Coffee Net café; galleries commemorating the 
Anfal genocide and the Museum of Kurdish Freedom Fighters; the cinema and the library. Along 
with the entrance to the Amna Suraka museum, another well-recognized attraction in the 
museum is the Hall of Mirrors. Once a concealed entrance into Amna Suraka, that locals say was 
used by the Mukhabarat, Iraq’s secret intelligence agency, and also by local Kurdish informants, 
the corridor has been transformed into a memorial with 182,000 pieces of broken mirror set into 
the walls representing the victims exterminated during the Anfal Campaign and 4,500 lights 
symbolizing the number of Kurdish villages destroyed by the Saddam regime. Much like the 
wrecked entrance, the Hall of Mirrors preserves a Kurdish national history that includes violence 
                                                          
9 National Museum at Amna Suraka brochure. 
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and genocide as a major part of its national memory. The theme of genocide and targeted 
violence towards the Kurds as an ethnic group reappear several more times through-out 
 
 
Figure 2 Local school children tour the Hall of Mirrors at Amna Suraka Photo by the author. 
the museum. Former dormitories for the Ba’ath security staff are now halls dedicated to the 
Anfal operations, the “great Exodus of 1991” (National Museum at Amna Suraka brochure) and 
a hall of landmines. The “Anfal Museum” is a long hall adorned with the names, and some 
images, of those Kurdish individuals who were killed or who were disappeared during the Anfal. 
The entrance of the hall begins with an assemblage of photos of bodies that were uncovered from 
mass graves of Kurds killed by the Ba’ath. 
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While the Anfal is most often associated with the military campaigns that targeted the 
Kurds, like the mass killing through chemical weapons at Halabja, it is argued that the 
“Anfalization” of the Kurds includes decades of repression, forced resettlement and Arabization 
in addition to direct violence and ethnic cleansing. This can be seen in the series of maps that 
form central lines running down the length of each wall in the Anfal Museum. 
 
Figure 3 School children at the entrance of the Anfal Museum Photo by the Author. 
 
These maps note Kurdish villages, over decades, in Iraq as well as in adjacent territories 
in Iran and Turkey that were destroyed. In this way, the Anfal Museum inside Amna Suraka 
repeats the theme of genocide and targeted violence towards the Kurds. In addition, through the 
use of maps documenting atrocities inside Iraq and in neighboring countries of Iran and Turkey, 
it reinforces the primordialist notion of the Kurds as a people who have been dispersed due to 
external violence and, more subtly, demonstrates the Kurds as a transnational people with 
interests inside Iraq and its neighboring countries. Violence leading to dispersal of the Kurds is 
demonstrated directly in the hall of the “great Exodus of 1991” (National Museum at Amna 
Suraka brochure) that commemorates the mass migration of Iraqi Kurds after the raparin and the 
reprisals that followed. Images of the suffering of the Kurdish women, children and the elderly 
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as they fled to Turkey and Iran, hang on the walls, secured behind lines of barbed wire made to 
look like fences. In the same hall, there is a small corridor through which the visitor passes 
through to a smaller room that has an ongoing video of footage from the exodus. The corridor is 
only large enough for one or two people to pass through at a time and the floor is made to look 
like foot prints left in wet, muddy clay, much like the ones in the photos of the people struggling 
in the rain, dirt and sorrow. The theme of violence, genocide and dispersal as important and 
constitutive elements of the Kurdish national identity and memory dominate the Amna Suraka 
museum, and these elements also serve to wage non-violent conflict on behalf of the Kurdish 
nation within the Iraqi state in a way that allows for the Kurds as a marginalized group within the 
Iraqi state to achieve recognition and to document social injustice. 
Other spaces in the Amna Suraka museum complex demarcate the boundaries of a 
Kurdish national identity by documenting and preserving a Kurdish history, but not through the 
memorialization of violence but instead through the presentation and preservation of culture. 
Some of these spaces include the former Ba’ath “centre for Construction Security”, that now 
form the “national library”, the “Museum of Kurdish Freedom Fighters”, halls that hold material 
culture and the garage, once used for the cars of high ranking Ba’ath officers, now operates as a 
busy “exhibition-hall for paintings and other educational and cultural projects” (National 
Museum at Amna Suraka brochure). 
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Figure 4 The Anfal Museum inside Amna Suraka Photo by the author. 
During the year spent in fieldwork in Sulaimani, neither the National Library nor the 
Museum of Kurdish Freedom Fighters were accessible, but the halls holding artifacts of Kurdish 
material culture were open and I visited them several times.  These halls include numerous 
rooms filled with beautiful examples of traditional Kurdish clothing, textiles and rugs, jewelry 
and other personal ornaments as well as firearms. In comparison to the Anfal Museum and the 
hall for the “great Exodus of 1991” these exhibits were organized more as groupings of related 
items and lacked curation that would identify the item or explain its provenance or significance 
to the collection. Guided tours of the museum are available. However, tours are not publically 
advertised, but are known locally through word of mouth. Knowledgeable tour guides are rarely 
available, though one can almost always find a helpful member of the very small staff to offer 
guidance. Most of the visits I made to Amna Suraka, with the exception of one I took along with 
a group of fourth graders from a local school, were made with the help of local informants. The 
tour guide that directed the school group did not offer additional information about the exhibits 
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apart from what was delivered through the museum’s brochure and limited signage. On each 
subsequent visit, different informants I would visit with would contribute their own pieces of 
knowledge about the museum or the artifacts found there. Informants were able to speak 
generally about subjects presented there like the “great Exodus of 1991”, the Anfal or generally 
about Kurdish clothing rugs. I was not able to find anyone who could speak directly about 
specific pieces presented in the exhibits. It was in this way that I learned that the traditional 
Kurdish clothing, textiles and rugs, jewelry, ornaments and firearms were donated to the 
museum’s collection from local families and were examples from around Iraqi Kurdistan, to also 
include some pieces from Kurdish areas in Iran and Turkey. This was certainly true in the case of 
the clothing, textiles and rugs. It was also true of the jewelry, personal ornaments and firearms. 
The firearms reflected predominantly British, German and Russian influences in the area from 
roughly around the 1930s through the 1970s. The materials from which the jewelry and personal 
ornaments were made, and those that adorned certain pieces, included large pieces of coral, 
cowrie shells, Venetian glass beads and silver coins. These materials speak to wider historical 
networks of social commerce and trade that stretched to Europe, East Africa, the Indian Ocean 
and Central Asia. Interestingly, the iconic, multi-layered designs of Venetian glass beads are 
made through a process that has its origins in Mesopotamia. While Marco Polo is often credited 
with bringing beads from Asia to Italy, exchange of peoples and ideas throughout the Middle 
East and the Mediterranean has been ongoing since ancient civilizations of Egypt, Mesopotamia, 
Greece and Rome (Coles & Budwig 1997). Gazing at the necklaces that included the millefiori 
beads, it is hard to know whether one is looking at a history of trade that extended to the 
Mediterranean or a venerable, local, artistic tradition. Lacking adequate information or guidance 
from knowledgeable staff, these spaces within the museum seem neglected in comparison with 
the organization and attention that is directed at the spaces that memorialize the Anfal. Intended 
or not, or as the possible product of inadequate funding due to the “economic crisis created by 
Baghdad”, that is named as the cause for numerous governmental failures to adequately support 
public services, the lack of detailed curation, in its neglect, serves to gloss over the historical, 
political, linguistic, geographical and cultural diversity that is characteristic of Kurdish peoples. 
Thus allowing for a homogenization of Kurdish identity that can potentially lead to the 
marginalization of competing narratives, and an assemblance of a cohesive national unity that 
conceals social problems and disunity within the society. 
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The National Museum at Amna Suraka, particularly through emphasis on the 
memorialization of the suffering of the Kurdish people under the Anfal campaign, demarcates 
the boundaries of a Kurdish national identity for local and regional publics as well as for non-
Kurds outside of Iraqi Kurdistan and for transnational Kurdish publics. In this way, and utilizing 
the Shank and Schirch Waging Conflict Non-Violently approach as theoretical model, the 
National Museum at Amna Suraka could be viewed an arts-based approach that, “creates a 
platform that is highly imaginative and provocative, that raises awareness about issues of social 
injustice by creating public space to inform and discuss” (Shank & Schirch 2008: 4). Said 
another way, the National Museum at Amna Suraka could be viewed as a tool in a larger projects 
to address problems of social injustice perpetrated against the Kurds as a nation but one [project] 
that attempts, also, to shift the balance of power by transforming relationships and structures 
(Shank & Schirch 2008), namely to create an independent Kurdish state. It is useful to consider 
Amna Suraka, as a cultural tool of nation-building in this way for our understanding of Kurdish 
arguments that legitimate claims for autonomy, power sharing on a national level and, for 
international guarantees of Kurdish rights (Mlodoch 2012 Kindle Edition: 218-219). However, 
that particular interpretation depends heavily upon the audience, or audiences, for whom this 
message has been created as well as for the particular publics that must engage with that 
narrative. In Chapter Three of my dissertation entitled Contesting Histories Through Art In Iraqi 
Kurdistan, I discuss how local artists have utilized the space of Amna Suraka to challenge the 
institutionalized inequalities and behavioral scripts that shape how users encounter these spaces. 
Particularly, as they are emblems of an elite narrative that seeks to transform the land into 
national territory for the Kurds (Kaiser 2002). In this way, artists challenge forms of structural 
violence, as described in the work of Johan Galtung (1969), that are perpetuated through this 
national narrative. Within the city of Sulaimani and the realm of the roshnbiran, artists in the 
most inclusive sense of the word, but also to include those whom we might think of as the 
“literati”, the National Museum at Amna Suraka is a high-profile venue. Museums as tools of 
nation-building and for “culturing” the public have been well documented and critiqued in 
academic scholarship. Sharon J. MacDonald notes that, “The emergence of the nation-state, the 
public, and the public museum in the late eighteenth century, were intimately bound together” 
(MacDonald 2003:1) while the work of Christopher J. Steiner recognizes, “the tremendous 
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distance which can be felt between the symbols of national representation and the nationals who 
are supposedly being represented” (Steiner 1995: 3). Timothy Mitchell’s accounts of the 
Egyptian delegation to the Eighth International Congress of Orientalists visit to the World 
Exhibition in Paris (1989) and Brackette William’s work “Nationalism and Anthropology”(1989) 
reveal that gender, class and ethnicity are implicated in the business of nation-building, including 
those representations of the nation in public works projects and entertainment. Tragedy 
dominates the Kurdish historical and national narrative (Phillips 2015) however, “The ‘truth’ of 
genocide,” Hinton and Lewis contend, “often becomes a power-laden tool over which 
politicians, activists, and the international community wrestle by asserting and contesting 
representations cobbled together from the often fragmented and clashing memories of survivors, 
perpetrators, witnesses, and bystanders (Hinton & Lewis 2009 Kindle Edition:168-170). If we do 
consider the constituting of a Kurdish nation through the medium of the National Museum at 
Amna Suraka as something of an art-based approach that wages non-violent conflict, then the 
question becomes, who is speaking and to whom are these narratives addressing? Andrea 
Fischer-Tahir’s (2012) work on the concept of genocide as knowledge production within Iraqi 
Kurdistan finds that during the 1990s, higher-ranking politicians, “competed in telling ‘true 
stories’ about the liberation movement”. These writings often legitimated their own positions of 
power, in the new government of Kurdistan or sought to question and undermine the authority of 
others (Fischer-Tahir’s 2012: 229). Jaffer Sheyholislami’s investigation of Kurdish media 
discourses in processes of identity formation demonstrates that Kurdish identity is 
simultaneously pan-Kurdish, regional, cultural, political, individual, collective, and, within the 
last decade, a pan-Kurdish identity has started to emerge alongside several regional identities 
(Sheyholislami 2011Kindle Edition: 181 of 251). These narratives speak to multiple, complex 
and overlapping Kurdish audiences in addition to those in “the West” and Arabs in Iraq. Andrea 
Fischer-Tahir’s (2012) work on the concept of genocide as knowledge production within Iraqi 
Kurdistan finds that monographs, essays, articles and conference papers produced by Kurdish 
researchers address “the West”, Iraqi Arabs as well as Iraqi Kurds (Fischer-Tahir’s 2012: 228-
244).“ Papers on the Anfal presented at international conferences and texts published in English, 
primarily address “the West”, maintains Fischer-Tahir. “Like politicians, the researchers tend to 
prefer ‘meaningful and powerful’ terms such as genocide,” she goes on to say, and that “This 
tendency reflects a number of aspirations: First, for the recognition of the suffering of the Kurds; 
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second, for the recognition of national rights such as the right to a nation state” (Fischer-Tahir’s 
2012: 238). Secondly, in addressing Iraqi Arabs, Kurdish authors address the suffering of the 
Kurdish people under the former Iraqi regime and claim recognition as special victims. At the 
same time, they note that the Anfal was both political and racist (Fischer-Tahir’s 2012: 239). 
Finally, in addressing Iraqi Kurds, Fischer-Tahir finds that, “researchers consider themselves 
agents with a mission,” and that “knowledge production regarding the topic of the Anfal is both a 
result and a means of nation building (Fischer-Tahir’s 2012: 240).  
Utilizing the “Waging Conflict Non-Violently” approach as a theoretical model, we can 
look beneath the surface of political and social rhetoric to interpret the nation-building work that 
is going on at the National Museum at Amna Suraka through the medium of art and culture. As a 
national memorial, Amna Suraka serves to constitute the Kurdish nation through ties to common 
ethnic roots and a shared national tragedy that was the Anfal. An examination of this important 
institution reveals a Kurdish national narrative that includes Kurdish rights to cultural identity 
and homeland as they are equated with human rights, recognition of the Kurds as special victims 
and recognition of national rights such as the right to a nation state. 
2.4 Conclusion  
 
Striving towards a richer articulation of how arts-based perspectives may function in the 
analysis of conflict, this chapter has sought to consider the constituent parts of the dominant 
Kurdish nationalist narrative through an investigation of the National Museum at Amna Suraka 
in order that we might peel back the skin of this cultural institution to consider the deep-level 
construction of nation and nation-state that is being conducted through cultural products like the 
National Museum. Amna Suraka, as a national memorial, serves to demarcate national territory 
and to constitute the Kurdish nation through ties to common ethnic roots and a shared national 
tragedy that was the Anfal. This examination further reveals a Kurdish national narrative that 
includes Kurdish rights to cultural identity and homeland as they are equated with human rights, 
recognition of the Kurds as special victims and recognition of national rights such as the right to 
a nation state. 
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Here, framing the National Museum within the Shank and Schirch Waging Conflict 
Nonviolently approach-as-theory presents the Museum as a tool to address problems of social 
injustice perpetrated against the Kurds as a nation for local and regional publics. At the same 
time, we can also see that it is an important tool to constitute the Kurds as a nation and nation-
state and to demarcate the boundaries of a Kurdish national identity, particularly for non-Kurds 
outside of Iraqi Kurdistan and for transnational Kurdish publics. Framing the Amna Suraka 
museum through the Waging Conflict Nonviolently approach-as-theory, we have also been able 
to reveal the work of nation-building, the legitimatization of  claims for autonomy and power 
sharing on a national level and for international guarantees of Kurdish rights (Mlodoch 2012 
Kindle Edition: 218-219) that is conducted through cultural production. This perspective exposes 
the multiple, possible interpretations of the Kurds as a nation which depends heavily upon the 
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CHAPTER 3 – CONTESTING HISTORIES THROUGH ART 
 
In 2011, Arabic countries across the Middle East saw an unprecedented outburst of popular 
protests and demands for reform. These uprisings shifted not only leaders from power but also 
transformed spaces, challenged identities and changed the way that citizens of these countries, 
and those in the Middle East, imagined themselves. The revolutions and uprisings disrupted 
hegemonic definitions of politics and spaces and enabled the imaging of alternative forms that 
societies might take (Gӧkariksel 2016: 223).These are broader patterns that have been seen in 
uprisings across the region, to also include non-Arab countries and polities.  
Although any kind of naming has its limitations, to refer to these revolutions and uprisings 
across the larger Middle East as “Arab” serves to glaze over non-Arab groups and their 
contributions in the states where these seismic shifts have occurred. Despite popular naming of 
these revolutions as the “Arab Spring”, it must be recognized that the ethnic terrains, 
identifications and borders that have been contested in these revolutions and uprisings, have been 
multiple. It also bears remembering that each revolution bore particular and unique antecedents 
that are both plural and layered (Hasso & Salime 2016: 1). With the focus mainly on the “Arab-
ness” of these uprisings, it does not seem surprising that little has been written about the role 
non-Arab minorities within the so-called “Arab Spring” and their roles in shaping the future of 
the Middle East (https://goo.gl/e3cHDV ). This is unfortunate, particularly in the case of Iraq, 
because much has occurred concerning Kurdish nationalism, particularly in the aftermath of the 
Arab Spring. Developments in Iraqi Kurdistan, and with Kurdish nationalism since that time, 
have impacted the state of Iraq.  
Some scholars, like Kanan Makiya in his article in the New York Times, The Arab Spring 
Started in Iraq, connect the overthrow of Saddam Hussein in 2003, and subsequent power 
vacuum it created, to the revolutions of the Arab Spring (https://goo.gl/Gn1r22). This notion has 
gathered a number of opponents who suggest that Makiya and those like-minded scholars 
However,  we can see some evidence of events that a “Kurdish Spring” did not begin in 2011, 
but has been building since the end of the two U.S. wars against Saddam Hussein in 1991 and in 
2003( https://goo.gl/jUw4qa) . “Kurds played a leading role in drafting the Transitional 
Administrative Law (TAL), which was adopted on March 8, 2004” notes David Phillips, author 
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of The Kurdish Spring: A New Map of the Middle East, “TAL served as an interim constitution 
for Iraq, enshrining democracy, federalism, and a bill of rights”. In addition, Phillips notes, it 
“recognized the KRG as the legitimate government of the Kurds, and enshrined the existence of 
the KRG within the new federal state “(Phillips 2015: Location 2488 to 6194 Kindle Edition). 
In April of 2005, in the same year PUK leader Jalal Talabani was elected as interim President 
of Iraq by the Iraqi Parliament, the Iraqi Constitution was amended to recognize an autonomous 
Kurdistan region in the north of the country, run by the Kurdistan Regional Government. The 
following year, the Iraqi national flag is replaced by the Kurdish flag (https://goo.gl/UkAjCK). 
Later, in 2009, the Gorran Party (Movement for Change), split from the PUK in the KRG 
elections (https://goo.gl/E5DxwZ). Since then, the Gorran Party has risen in prominence and 
popularity as critic to both of the established and well-entrenched PUK and KDP parties. In 
February of 2011, the wave of social unrest and political upheaval that swept across the Middle 
East also arrived in Iraqi Kurdistan. At that time, reportedly, more than three thousand people 
marched in the streets of the cities of Sulaimani and Erbil, protesting against corruption, bad 
governance and demanding greater transparency in government, less domination by powerful 
political families and greater democratic reforms. The protests also centered around government 
limits on freedom of speech and press, but were forcibly curtailed by the government in April 
2011 (https://goo.gl/e3cHDV ). Some other important developments include the encroachment of 
ISIS in 2014, which all but annulled borders established by the Sykes-Picot Agreement and 
postwar mandates. In the same year, the so-called “budget crisis”, wherein Baghdad cut 
Kurdistan’s share of the federal budget, its main source of income, in a dispute over the region’s 
independent oil sales, left the KRG cash-strapped (Phillips 2015).  
In 2017, the Gorran and PUK parties lost their leaders, Nawshirwan Mustafa (Gorran) and 
Jalal Talabani (PUK), both to longstanding illnesses, leaving uncertainty as to who will replace 
these two powerful and charismatic leaders. Iraqi Kurdistan’s president, Masoud Barzani, stated, 
“Iraq is falling apart. It’s obvious that the federal or central government has lost control over 
everything. Everything is collapsing – the army, the troops, the police. The time is now for self-
determination.” Barzani went on to say that, “We did not cause the collapse of Iraq. It is others 
who did. And we cannot remain hostages for the unknown,” (https://goo.gl/WVKzdE). On 
September 25, 2017, Kurds in Iraq answered Barzani’s call for independence in a referendum 
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where 92.7 percent of voters declared in favor of independence from Iraq 
(https://goo.gl/VWD1CF). This overwhelming show of support for independence from divergent 
spheres of Kurdistan’s political geography seems to demonstrate Kurdish unity on the topic. 
However, despite the reports of 92.7 percent of voters voting in favor of independence, it was 
also reported that about a third of registered voters either did not cast a ballot or voted “no” on 
the referendum, highlighting the deep mistrust, continuing tensions and the longtime rivalries 
that persist in the KRG. In addition, it gives us pause to consider the potential of a corrupted 
electoral process. Nicole F. Watts, professor of political science at San Francisco State 
University, comments that, “Ineffective governance, a lack of political accountability and the 
highly skewed distribution of wealth in the new Kurdistan have fueled new tensions between 
authorities and ordinary people” (https://goo.gl/HSu6mk). 
Developments in Iraqi Kurdistan, and with Kurdish nationalism since the onset of the Arab 
Spring, have impacted the state of Iraq and significantly altered relationships between the people 
and their leadership. In October 2017, at the time of the writing of this chapter, tensions between 
Baghdad and the Kurdistan region increased. Following the referendum for independence, the 
Iraqi government shut down all international flights to and from the region. In addition, Baghdad 
escalated the situation by sending troops to the border with Kurdistan, threating to push the 
encounter into direct and violent conflict (https://goo.gl/aesN8p). Iraqi Kurdistan and its different 
interest groups present an interesting example of a highly strategic, non-Arab actor in the Middle 
East. It also demonstrates that the revolutions and uprisings of the Arab Spring, extend beyond 
that of the Arab World, are unique in each context, and as such, we must assume different 
approaches and perspectives to consider each of these events (Hasso & Salime 2016, Phillips 
2015). Further in this chapter, we will consider how the work of the Concept Art Group engages 
with issues of social injustice that the powerful social order may otherwise attempt to ignore or 
marginalize. An examination of this work will reveal alternative voices to the hegemonic 
Kurdish national narrative along with deep concerns within Kurdish society about marginalized 
peoples and narratives; deep divides in the political system; ineffectual governance as well 
powerful systemic and social controls that serve only to maintain the status quo.  
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3.1 Returning to Amna Suraka 
 
In the previous chapter, Constituting Histories Through Art, we introduced the National 
Museum at Amna Suraka, known locally as “Amna Suraka” (Red Security or Red Prison), and 
discussed the site’s previous history as a detention center and headquarters to Ba’ath party 
security officers and the northern division of the Mukhabarat, Iraq’s secret intelligence agency. 
In that chapter, we also considered the physical transformation of the complex into a museum as 
well as the claiming and redefining of Amna Suraka by the Kurds as a national memorial 
commemorating the Anfal. Utilizing the Shank and Schirch Waging Conflict Non-Violently 
approach as a theoretical model, we were able to interpret the nation-building work that is going 
on there through the medium of art and culture. In its role, as a national memorial and museum, 
Amna Suraka serves to constitute the Kurdish nation through ties to common ethnic roots and a 
shared national tragedy that was the Anfal. An examination of this important institution has 
revealed a Kurdish national narrative that includes Kurdish rights to cultural identity and 
homeland as they are equated with human rights, recognition of the Kurds as special victims and 
recognition of national rights such as the right to a nation state. The National Museum at Amna 
Suraka, particularly through emphasis on the memorialization of the suffering of the Kurdish 
people under the Anfal campaign, demarcates the boundaries of a Kurdish national identity for 
local and regional publics as well as for non-Kurds outside of Iraqi Kurdistan and for 
transnational Kurdish publics.  
Avruch contends that, “What makes disentangling culture and ethnicity so difficult in 
conflict analysis is that when conceived of as a component of a total social identity, ethnicity is 
also invested by individuals with affect, and can thus motivate social action” (Avruch 2008: 
172). Ethnicity, as a social identity, serves to link individual and collective identities. Chosen 
pieces of “cultural content”, such as the trauma of the Anfal, can be utilized as a schema for 
comprehending the world and motivating social action within it (Avruch 2008: 172). 
Psychoanalyst Vamik Volkan describes this process of a group evoking the memory of a 
persecutory event and ascribing it with emotional and historic significance as a “chosen trauma” 
(Volkan 1988). Avruch explains that chosen traumas, such as the Anfal for the Kurds in Iraq, 
“Symbolize group distinctiveness in emotionally compelling ways, and therefore provide a site 
for political mobilization, and they provide for individual members of the group, and for elite 
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decision-makers sensitive to history and public opinion, cognitive an emotional maps of the 
nature of the world that surrounds them” (Avruch 2008: 173). In this way, the Kurdish 
nationalist deployment of a particular and constituted Kurdish ethnicity, as represented by the 
National Museum at Amna Suraka, serves to denote a certain homogeneity and stability that 
characterizes Kurdish culture and society as a single entity that can act independently of those 
individuals who carry it (Avruch 2008, Avruch & Black 1991). 
In our earlier discussion of the place of culture in conflict and conflict analysis we noted 
a couple of important points that stand in contrast to notions of cultural homogeneity and 
singularity one might find in nationalist narratives. These included that culture is plural; 
individuals in societies are distributed across many sorts of social groupings; culture is 
psychologically distributed within individuals across a population; culture is derivative and is to 
some extent always situational (Avruch 2008: 168-169). Individuals may possess several 
“cultures” at any given point in their lives and any complex society is very likely “multicultural”. 
At the same time, members of the same social grouping do not internalize cultural 
representations equally (Avruch 2008: 168-169). In short, while Kurdish nationalist narratives 
seem to speak with one unified voice, in fact, as Karen Mlodoch affirms, “The current national 
political debate is characterized by competing and conflicting memories and narratives of the 
past and present with victim-hood of past and current violence being a significant argument to 
legitimate power claims on the national level” (Mlodoch 2012: 205 Kindle Edition). In this way, 
we might also return to our discussion of patron-client relationships from Chapter 1, 
Transforming Relationships of Power in Iraqi Kurdistan. In that chapter, our examination of 
these relationships suggests that in the face of traditional patron-client relationships that have 
been weakened by ineffective governance, lack of political accountability and the highly skewed 
distribution of wealth, citizen-artists are engaging and creating new avenues to garner the 
economic, political and social support they need to accomplish their goals. Farhad Khosrokhavar’s 
work on the Arab Spring helps us to look beyond the Arab world and shows how those uprisings 
and revolutions have left a deep imprint on non-Arab countries and polities, challenging 
traditional ideas. Interestingly, Khosrokhavar finds that the revolutions and uprisings of the Arab 
Spring have been marked by, “the pursuit of freedom through cultural creativity” (Khosrokhavar 2016: 1-
2). With this in mind, let us now turn our attention to a unique group of conceptual artists/activists 
working in Sulaimani, Iraqi Kurdistan.  
Transforming Relationships of Power | 96  
 
3.2 Conceptual Art, Conflict and Social Criticism  
 
Me: So tell me... what happens with the art, the artists and the shows in difficult political times 
like these? 
Artist: Some artists believe now is a great time for art and for artists to do things. Because 
critical artwork has a close relationship with crisis. 
Me: Ok... what is that relationship? 
Artist: To me art should be critical. When there is a problem, there is material for artists to work 
with. I am not interested in a type of art focusing on visual pleasure. 
Artist: art is a temporary critical action. 
 
Figure 1 Handbill from the show Visible Body, InVisible Body. Photo by the author. 
 
It was mid-November 2016, in the basement of Amna Suraka, that I met the Concept Art 
Group for the first time. During early visits to the field, I had engaged in numerous rapport-
building activities including conversations with local artists creating a chain-referral system of 
leads and information. It was one such lead, Behjat, one of the artists in the Visible Body, 
Invisible Body show that led me down into one of the darkest, dirtiest and dankest parts of the 
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Amna Suraka complex. The National Museum at Amna Suraka is located in Sulaimani. One of 
the major cities in both the Kurdistan region and in Iraq, Sulaimani has nurtured the writers, 
actors, poets, painters and musicians of Kurdistan since its founding. Today, the city has a 
vibrant cultural scene with an active media, multiple museums and universities. Artist Behjat’s 
invitation led me to the show where I met other members of the group and was able to talk with 
them about their lives and their work. Interviews were conducted in a mixture of Kurdish 
(Sorani) and English. All of the artists included in this show have had advanced schooling 
including college while many have also spent time in Europe where they may have earned their 
graduate degree or have had the opportunity to exhibit their work. Most of the artists interviewed 
during this show are now or have at one time been art teachers at the college or university level. 
Artists’ names who have been quoted in a previously published source, that is available to the 
public, have been cited and documented here using their names. When it was requested or where 
it was deemed appropriate, names of artists have been changed or omitted. The Concept Art 
Group, as the name might suggest, features Conceptual artists whose work aims to engage their 
audience, as one artist explained, in an “interactive participation” (H., Ranj. Personal Interview. 
23 November 2016).  
The Tate Museum defines “Conceptual Art” as, “Art for which the idea (or concept) 
behind the work is more important than the finished art object” http://www.tate.org.uk/art/art-
terms/c/conceptual-art. Founded in 1897, the Tate Museum, is a network of four institutions that 
houses the United Kingdom’s national collection of British art, international modern and 
contemporary art. The Tate is recognized world-wide for its history with controversial art as well 
as the internationally coveted Turner Prize. As a definable movement, Conceptual Art emerged 
in the 1960s as a critique of formalism and the commodification of art. That is to say that, 
conceptual artists criticized the evaluation of art through analysis and comparison of form and 
style, for the artwork’s visual appeal, as well as criticizing the buying and selling of works of art. 
While the movement is often most associated with the art of the 1960s and 1970s in Europe, 
North and South America, Conceptual Art forever altered the way artists viewed the production 
of art and artists continue to produce conceptual art pieces today. Artists associated with this 
movement stress thought process and the methods of production of the artwork over more 
traditional concerns about aesthetic, technical, or material concerns. Art forms in this genre often 
intentionally defy a finished product that might be easily bought or sold, but instead, locate the 
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value of the piece in the artistic process, methods of production and overall ability of the work to 
evoke thoughts, feelings and questions. Because the focus is on the idea behind the work, the 
form the conceptual artwork can take, can be almost anything. This could be a painting, 
sculpture, performance, installation art, digital or electronic art or any other medium that best 
expresses the artist’s idea. As such, Conceptual Art does not, necessarily need to be viewed in a 
formal gallery setting. Tate resources add that, “It was not just the structures of the art world that 
many conceptual artists questioned, there was often a strong socio-political dimension to much 
of the work they produced, reflecting wider dissatisfaction with society and government 
policies” (http://www.tate.org.uk/art/art-terms/c/conceptual-art). The concerns of the Conceptual 
Art movement altered perceptions, adding that ideas and information could be the main artistic 
medium, but also contributing notions of the anti-commodification of art, social and political 
critique. 
As a historical movement, Conceptual Art has explicitly insisted on being addressed 
outside of the parameters of the production of formally ordered, perceptual objects 
(Buchlohn1990: 1). In this way, this type of art challenges the system which creates art as a 
commodity. Spheres in which art is commodified, historically have excluded certain members of 
society based on cultural, educational, or economic limitations. Thus, art that defies 
consumption, particularly by means of acquisition, challenges the way art is valued. It also 
makes the art temporary and fleeting. In much of Conceptual art, the only thing the spectator is 
able to take away are the emotions and ideas that the work reveals. In this way, Conceptual 
artists are able to expand the limits of what is possible in art. Artists are also able to expand how 
art is defined and the role that it performs in society (Buchlohn1990). For these reasons, 
Conceptual Art can be considered to be a form of social criticism. Conceptual Art emerged 
during a period of major social upheaval and Conceptualism's central tenant, the idea behind the 
work, found broad application by artists who sought to emphasize diverse social issues. 
International artists such as Hans Haacke, Martha Rosler, Jenny Holzer, Luis Caminzer, Alfredo 
Jaar, and Ai Weiwei, use their work to challenge oppression and censorship. Artist such as these 
call attention to presumptions made by established power structures, the use of land, military 
power, gender relations, poverty and financial might. Despite the tendency of Conceptual artists 
to emphasize the social construction of the work of art, the movement was not, in fact, populist 
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and had limited popularity outside of the art world due to its esoteric perceptions 
(https://goo.gl/TocVah).  
Building upon our previous discussion of the Waging Conflict Non-Violently approach in 
Chapter 2, we will see that the work of The Concept Art Group, while certainly a non-violent 
approach to conflict, serves to reduce direct violence and interrupt the cycle of future violence by 
creating safe space for discussion of social problems. Engaging issues and problems of social 
injustice that the powerful social order may attempt to ignore or marginalize, the work of this 
group potentially prevents further victimization by restraining offenders by increasing broad 
public awareness (Schirch: 2014 Kindle Locations 365-368).  
3.3 Reducing Direct Violence: A Model for Conflict Analysis 
In the two previous chapters, this research has engaged with and utilized two of the four arts-
based approaches put forth by peacebuilding scholars, Michael Shank and Lisa Schirch, in their 
combined article “Strategic Arts-Based Peacebuilding” (2008) and in Lisa Schirch’s Little Book 
of Strategic Peacebuilding (Schirch 2014). In Chapter 1, we utilized the Transforming 
Relationships approach to consider the ways that the relationship between government-as-patron 
has changed with its’ artists-as-clients and what that shift in patron-client relationships may 
signal.  In Chapter 2, we examined the National Museum at Amna Suraka, through the Waging 
Conflict Nonviolently approach, which revealed that Amna Suraka, as a national memorial, 
serves to demarcate national territory and to constitute the Kurdish nation through ties to 
common ethnic roots and a shared national tragedy that was the Anfal. Now, in Chapter 3, we 
turn our attention to the second of the Shank and Schirch approaches, Reducing Direct Violence 
(Shank & Schirch 2008). In doing so, we will utilize this approach as a theoretical model, to 
consider alternative narrative that coexist with the dominant nationalist narrative and the ways 
Kurdish conceptual artists are utilizing their artwork to challenge institutionalized inequalities 
and behavioral scripts.  
Reducing Direct Violence, as an approach, predominately includes efforts on the part of 
state-based legal and judicial systems and the military, as well as civilian peacekeeping efforts. 
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The intention of programs that seek to reduce direct violence is, ultimately, to interrupt the cycle 
of violence. These types of programs lay the foundation for further peacebuilding by preventing 
victimization, restraining offenders, and by creating safe space (Schirch: 2014 Kindle Locations 
365-368). These three aspects are quite important. Preventing victimization helps to prevent the 
expansion of violence. In her Little Book of Strategic Peacebuilding, Lisa Schirch explains, “The 
more peacebuilders can protect civilians from becoming victims, the more likely they are to 
prevent an expansion of war and direct violence” (Schirch: 2014 Kindle Locations 365-368). 
Secondly, efforts to reduce direct violence seek to restrain offenders and to protect citizens from 
individuals who are not able or willing to follow laws (Schirch: 2014 Kindle Locations 376-380). 
Schirch goes on to say that,” During war and violence, it is hard to gain perspective and make 
decisions objectively. People tend to go into survival mode and make reactionary decisions that 
may hurt their long-term interests”. Finally, efforts that reduce direct violence seek to create safe 
space for cooling down and for preparing for other approaches to peacebuilding (Schirch 2014: 
Kindle Locations 380 - 386). The Reducing Direct Violence approach emphasizes efforts on the 
level of state-based legal and judicial systems and the military, however, civilian peacekeeping 
efforts can also be implemented. Shank & Schirch find that, “Artists working to reduce direct 
violence can interrupt the cycle of emotional, spiritual, physical, and/or psychological violence 
through visual, literary, performance, and/or movement art forms”. Using the Arts, advocates can 
create a safe space for victims of violence as well as create the potential to curtail further conflict 
(Shank & Schirch 2008: 5). As we will see, the Concept Art Group’s use of the basement space 
at Amna Suraka sets the messages and conversations in that show apart from the mainstream 
activities of the Museum and the Museum’s association with the Kurdish nationalist narrative 
and the political elite. In this way, by setting this space apart, the artists create safe space that is 
distanced from that establishment, allowing for the safe expression of ideas. 
The four Shank and Schirch approaches Waging Conflict Nonviolently, Reducing Direct 
Violence, Building Capacity and Transforming Relationships are highly stage-sensitive, relating 
to the intensity of the conflict during the life-cycle of the conflict, moving from conflict 
Transforming Relationships of Power | 101  
 
escalation though conflict prevention. Thus, they are most effective when employed during 
specific stages of a conflict (Shank & Schirch 2008: 9). The two previous approaches we have 
discussed, Transforming Relationships and Waging Conflict Non-Violently are approaches 
specific to moments in the life-cycle of a conflict when direct conflict is either escalating or 
deescalating. This is also true of our fourth and final approach, Building Capacity, which we will 
discuss in the next chapter. However, Reducing Direct Violence, as an approach, is a bit different 
from the other three approaches in that it comes at the very moment when the intensity of the 
conflict is at its crest.  
As we have done with previous approaches, we will utilize this one as a theoretical model. If 
we are going to suggest that the Reducing Direct Violence approach is contextually ambidextrous 
and utilize it as theory, we must distinguish the main elements, considering the intended 
outcomes first. Firstly, this approach attempts to interrupt the cycle of violence and lay the 
groundwork for future peacebuilding by restraining, preventing and creating. These peace-
building processes aim to interrupt the cycle of violence by 1) restraining perpetrators, 2) 
preventing further victimization and by 3) creating a safe space for peacebuilding activities or 
alternative approaches (Shank & Schirch 2008: 5, Schirch 2014). However, this model focuses 
attention, predominantly, on the efforts of state-based legal and judicial systems and the military, 
to also include civilian peacekeeping efforts. “In many civil wars,” begins Lisa Schirch in her 
explanation of this approach, “civilians are targeted as a strategy of war. Civilian massacres plant 
the seeds for future wars and revenge killings.” (Schirch 2014 Kindle Location 371). Shank and 
Schirch further suggest that, “A variety of programs can help to achieve the immediate goal of 
reducing violence, thus making space for other peacebuilding approaches. These include legal 
and judicial systems intended to protect order and human rights, humanitarian relief aid, 
ceasefire agreements, peacekeeping, peace zones, and early warning programs to detect 
escalating conflict” (Shank & Schirch 2008, Schirch 2014: Kindle Locations 384-386). But what 
if the State itself is part of the problem?  
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In the case of Iraqi Kurdistan, there is a lack of highly effective legal and judicial systems. 
Schirch acknowledges that, “Legal and judicial systems are often the enforcers of structural 
violence that discriminate against and harm people based on their race, religion, class, or other 
identity” (Schirch: 2014 Kindle Locations 390-391). Despite this assertion, many of the Shank 
and Schirch examples seem to suggest the need for the intervention of a third-party or outside 
force. They give examples such as military peacekeeping forces, as in the former Yugoslavia; 
peace monitors during the South African election or humanitarian aid, as was utilized in Iraq to 
support the Kurds after both the first and second Gulf Wars. In their combined work, Strategic 
Arts-Based Peacebuilding (Shank and Schirch 2008), offer one example of civilian peacekeeping 
from South Africa, “In South Africa’s struggle for freedom from apartheid, formerly exiled 
soldiers belonging to the African National Congress introduced an innovative and creative form 
of civilian peacekeeping known as the toyi-toyi. Part dance, part civilian resistance (to the direct 
violence), “this powerful, rhythmic stomping of booted feet was copied from Zimbabwean 
freedom fighters…The toyi-toyi movement was able to interrupt the cycle of violence by 
demonstrating a nonviolent form of power that was impervious to the threat of traditional violent 
power – making the guns impotent or irrelevant within the new question” (Shank & Schirch 
2008: 6). In this example, black, formerly exiled soldiers were performing protest, confronting 
white security policemen – agents of the South African state (Shank & Schirch 2008: 6). It is the 
activities of civilian-artists, as peacebuilders, and their work to reduce direct violence in 
conversation with ruling elites and agents of the Kurdish Regional Government, that we will 
focus on in this discussion.  
Before we go further in our analysis, we must also have a clear articulation of what 
constitutes violence in this case. This is particularly important, the artists and artwork that we 
will be discussing deeply consider the internal conflicts within Iraqi Kurdistan. Often these 
conflicts are viewed as violent, but not necessarily in the manner to which “violence” might be 
more traditionally defined as the use of physical force with the intent to injure or destroy. Shank 
and Schirch refer to this approach as Reducing Direct Violence. Direct Violence, refers to war, 
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murder, assault and the like (Galtung 1969). I am not suggesting that an artwork would be used 
to halt an assault, neither are Shank and Schirch. In this approach, Shank and Schirch emphasize 
art’s ability to interrupt the cycle of violence where the rape of an individual may in turn produce 
reprisal and the enactment of a revenge killing. Artists working to reduce direct violence work, 
actually, to interrupt the cycle of violence by attending to the emotional, spiritual, physical 
and/or psychological impacts of direct violence to curtail the potential for reprisal or retaliation.  
Agnieszka Paczynska, political scientist and professor of conflict analysis, comments, “The 
focus on war between states ignores the relationship between globalization and internal conflict”. 
Paczynska goes on to say that, “Globalization processes are creating an environment that is 
conflict-generating both in the short and in the long term” (Paczynska 2008: 225, Mittleman 
2000). Scholarly analyses such as Paczynska’s point to inequalities that have emerged as a 
consequence of the opening up of domestic markets to international competition and the 
weakening and withdrawal of the state to provide social services. All have contributed to socially 
unjust conditions that increase the likelihood of violent conflict inside states (Paczynska 2008: 
225). Over its short existence, the Kurdistan region of Iraq has been beset, near constantly, by 
violent conflict from external forces at its borders, including hostilities from neighboring states 
Turkey, Syria. Iran and from Iraqi state forces. Such direct violence has also included military 
engagements with ISIS. We should also not forget the internal disputes between the PUK and 
KDP that, in the mid-1990s, erupted into violent conflict and civil war. Of course, we must 
acknowledge that violence, is not limited solely to direct, physical conflict. This is a limitation of 
the Reducing Direct Violence approach, it does not acknowledge other typologies. If we limited 
our focus to this aspect only, we would hinder our ability to consider the multiplicity of variables 
that form conflict and eventually lead to direct conflict. At the same time, Shank and Schirch 
would benefit from a more fulsome discussion specifically about the type of violence they are 
engaging with in this approach. Shank and Schirch’s work could be classified under the heading 
of ABR or arts-based research. ABR is a transdisciplinary approach that combines the tenets of 
multiple discipline and, in some instances, seeks to blur the distinctions between the disciplines 
(McNiff 2013 & 2014, Leavy 2015 & 2018). Perhaps here in this relaxed definition of violence 
we are seeing a blurring of those lines. If that is the case, it serves to cause confusion and detract 
from the real value in the approach which is the interruption of the cycle of violence. Schirch 
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sheds a bit more light on this in her Little Book of Strategic Peacebuilding where she discusses 
how state-based legal and judicial systems and the military, as well as civilian peacekeeping 
efforts and programs, “ Are essential to interrupting escalating cycles of direct violence” 
(Schirch 2014: Kindle Location 468. Kindle Edition). Within these examples seems to be an 
implicit understanding that these types of programs interrupt assault, war, murder, rape and the 
like. The key take away here is Schirch’s the focus on efforts that interrupt the cycle of violence.  
Johan Galtung has developed a three- pronged typology of violence that will illuminate our 
discussion and definition of violence. Within this approach, Galtung presents three types: Direct 
Violence, Structural Violence and Cultural Violence. Each of these forms of violence is 
interrelated and mutually reinforcing. Briefly, each of these types of violence can be described 
thusly: Direct Violence, are behaviors that threaten life itself such as killing and assault; 
Structural Violence, are the systematic ways in which some groups are hindered from equal 
opportunities, resources or service; Cultural Violence, includes those prevailing social norms that 
make Direct or Structural violence seem natural or acceptable (Galtung 1969). As we will see in 
the following discussion of the work of the Concept Art Group in Sulaimani, artwork presented 
their show Visible Body, Invisible Body, calls into question issues of structural and cultural 
violence within Kurdish society in Iraqi Kurdistan and in doing so, seeks to interrupt a 
continuation of that cycle of violence.  
3.4 Visible Body / InVisible Body: Contesting Dominant Narratives Through Space 
 
Passing through the entrance of the Amna Suraka complex, one is immediately 
confronted by the buildings that were used for detention, torture and execution. These buildings 
remain as they were in 1991 when Kurdish forces seized control, marking the very moment 
when, "it was liberated during the Kurdish uprising" (National Museum at Amna Suraka 
brochure). Superstitious or not, when one stands equal with the gutted, rundown and bullet 
marked skeletons of the former sites where prisoners of the Iraqi state were detained, tortured 
and executed, one cannot help but to feel a heavy weight descend upon one’s shoulders. Somber 
eyes of former occupants seem to gaze out at you from the vacant windows as your mind 
conjures horrific images of the atrocious acts perpetrated there. Probably the most well-known 
symbol of Amna Suraka, the bombed out buildings at the entrance of the museum complex, 
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document a historical moment when, through rebellion, the contemporary boundaries of a 
Kurdish national territory in Iraq began to take physical shape. It also serves to preserve a 
Kurdish national history that includes violence and genocide as a major part of its national 
memory. However, the group did not use the clean, modern, well-lit exhibition hall. The Concept 
Art Group chose to host its show Visible Body, Invisible Body in the basement, a neglected space 
that carries with it dark and sinister memories of the slaughter of innocent human beings. In 
conversation with the show’s artists, the space was chosen because of the significance of Amna 
Suraka within Kurdish national history but also for  
 
Figure 2 Entering the National Museum at Amna Suraka Photo by Meriwan Abdullah. 
 
its significance as a busy and important venue amongst those galleries and exhibition 
sites within the city of Sulaimani. In considering the significance of this show and the 
importance of the venue for the message of the show, it is enlightening to compare and contrast 
another show that was going on at almost the exact same time. During the same time that Visible 
Body / InVisible Body was presented, an exhibition of landscape paintings by the Director of the 
Amna Suraka museum, Ako Ghareb and famous Kurdish singer, Adnan Karim, was being 
installed in the exhibition hall. For this discussion, we will simply call this show the Ako 
Ghareb/Adnan Karim show. Let’s compare these two art shows. In doing so, I am suggesting 
that one thinks about the agency of the image, considers the social practices and effects of its 
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viewing, and reflects on the specificity of that viewing by various audiences (Rose 2012). To 
uncover this information, we must engage each visual event at three important stages: the site of 
production; the site of the image itself and the audience. Approaching these two different shows 
in a comparative way will be helpful for our conversation about the specific pieces in the Visible 
Body / InVisible Body show since we must consider the context as well as the agency of the art 
pieces that are presented. 
First, as we know, both shows made use of the Amna Suraka complex. Whereas the 
Visible Body / InVisible Body show utilized the basement, the Ako Ghareb/Adnan Karim show 
utilized the exhibition hall. Before the Visible Body / InVisible Body show went up, the basement 
had been entirely neglected and out of use. In preparation for the show, the group itself cleaned 
the space, disposing of trash and rubble, removing standing water, repairing spots in the 
crumbling architecture that presented problems and running electricity into the space to 
illuminate the artwork and provide light for spectators. This stands in stark contrast to the Ako 
Ghareb/Adnan Karim show that took place within the well-maintained, spacious, well-lit 
exhibition hall with its clean white walls and special lighting designed for displaying art work. 
One show seems positioned to have to carve out space for themselves while the other seems to 
have a ready-made space available to them. As I briefly mentioned earlier, one implication for 
the use of this space instead of using the exhibition hall, is that by having the show in the 
basement, the viewer is located, indeed, physically surrounded and confronted by the space in 
which some of the darkest parts of Kurdish history occurred. What we are presented with here is 
the idea of how histories are transmitted and what is transmitted, over time. Amna Suraka was a 
key site during the raparin (uprising) in 1991 and the site of a bloody fight between the Kurds 
and the Ba’ath. If we think about it, this conflict was not very long ago and not even a handful of 
years after the raparin, Iraqi Kurdistan experienced a civil war. The memories of those times 
were still very fresh and possibly painful. What deserves further consideration is the complexity 
of the event and the feelings about it. Those who lived through that time took different parts in 
the conflict - different political motives, different stations in society with different outcomes. We 
can imagine that there are those who are not proud of what they did during that conflict and the 
fact remains that those divisions are still potent today. There are those who benefited from the 
conflict, becoming powerful and wealthy. Still others feel the burden of corrupt and ineffectual 
governance from leaders who, ultimately, benefited from the conflict and ask – who’s’ 
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revolution was it? Is this the dream we struggled for? Did we struggle and die only to be 
oppressed by our own? Comparatively, the clean, modern, well-lit, well-maintained exhibition 
hall does not evoke any of these thoughts or emotions. This space, and the presence of art shows 
within it, presents itself as a testament to the successes of a progressive, modern-day Kurdistan 
and helps to simply gloss over the details of past histories and the failures that lay therein. 
Secondly, from the descriptions of each space, it may seem self-evident that rental for the 
basement as opposed to rental for the hall would be very different with the basement being free 
of charge while rental for the hall is expensive, though exact numbers for the exhibition hall 
could not be obtained. This fact speaks, in part, to the budgets and funding provided for each of 
these shows but also to the political support for these shows. Early in this chapter, and also in 
Chapter Two, I described the National Museum at Amna Suraka and that it was transformed into 
a museum through the efforts of Hero Ibrahim, wife to former Iraqi President, Jalal Talabani. 
This indicates that this site was created from and continues to be supported through the PUK 
(Patriotic Union of Kurdistan). This is a critical point because it means that those individuals or 
groups not aligned with the PUK would be disadvantaged and, possibly, entirely unable to obtain 
access to or resources associated with the Amna Suraka museum. It should be noted that the 
PUK dominates the politics in the city of Sulaimani, where this show took place.  Recollecting 
our conversation in Chapter 1, Transforming Relationships of Power, and how the KRG 
(Kurdish Regional Government) was once the sole or major patron of most artwork produced in 
Iraqi Kurdistan and how now, the government is no longer funding most projects, it suggests that 
Visible Body / InVisible Body was not as well patronized, particularly by the PUK, as Ako 
Ghareb/Adnan Karim was. 
Thirdly, we may also consider the audiences that were present at both shows. Ako 
Ghareb/Adnan Karim was well attended by the media, elite members of the government, 
wealthy members of society as well as art faculty members of the University of Sulaimani, often 
those holding higher ranking positions within the university. In fact, Hero Ibrahim, was in 
attendance at this show, demonstrating the elite status of the audience but also suggesting that 
those in attendance were in alignment with the PUK political party. Meanwhile, Visible Body / 
InVisible Body garnered interest from those in the art world, including famous Kurdish artist 
Ismail Khayat, but to mostly exclude those art faculty who were in attendance at Ako 
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Ghareb/Adnan Karim, as well as a smaller group of supporters linked specifically to individual 
artists presenting within the show. Ako Ghareb/Adnan Karim, with no title other than the 
presentation of the famous artists’ names displayed in bold on the poster, opened the day after 
the Visible Body / InVisible Body was set to close. Interestingly, the Concept Art Group was able 
to hold over their show a few extra days, hoping to garner the attention of those attending Ako 
Ghareb/Adnan Karim. Clearly, both shows enjoyed participation from elite groups within 
society as both shows also demonstrate that the artists themselves inhabit these elevated rankings 
within their own society – but in different ways. Those in attendance at the Ako Ghareb/Adnan 
Karim show, overwhelmingly, represented those power elites within political, economic and 
military circles of society. The artists themselves represent cultural elites who have benefited 
economically from close association with these power elites while in-turn, those power elites 
benefit by borrowing the influence of cultural elites. Those in attendance at the Visible Body / 
InVisible Body show along with the artists themselves, were representative of cultural elites such 
as artists and other educated elites like teachers and writers - the roshnbiran, artists in the most 
inclusive sense of the word, but also to include those whom we might think of as the “literati”. 
For the most part, however, these individuals were not economic or political elites. These two 
groups do inhabit some overlapping social spaces, benefiting from university educations, 
sometimes abroad; opportunity and ability to travel outside of Iraqi Kurdistan with frequency, 
many of whom are returnees to the Kurdistan region and their ability to influence culturally and 
socially through the products of their work.  
It is interesting to see that PUK political elite and those aligned with the party like the 
artists of the Ako Ghareb/Adnan Karim show situated themselves within the space of the modern 
exhibition hall. It is interesting to imagine it through the lens of the television cameras that were 
there. As seen through that lens, individuals at home watching the report on the local news 
would have seen social and political elites like Hero Ibrahim, Ako Ghareb, Adnan Karim as well 
as other notables of the PUK situated in front of a backdrop beautiful landscape paintings of 
Kurdistan, inside the modern exhibition hall. Overall, it is an image that projects the ideas of 
modernity and high-culture and a leadership that reflects those values.  
Later in this chapter I talk specifically about the work that appeared in the Visible Body / 
InVisible Body show. As I have already mentioned, the Ako Ghareb/Adnan Karim show was 
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entirely paintings of local landscapes. To have the show in Kurdistan, at Amna Suraka and to 
know that these were local landscapes, hints that the work of this show signified the land of 
Kurdistan upon which the Kurdish nation lives and has claim to. The simple fact is, that there 
were no clear messages presented and certainly no political messages in the work. The work in 
the Visible Body / InVisible Body, as we will see, presents strong messages, political topics and 
topics that are intended to unsettle the viewer. One other comparative point that is worth noting, 
is that the landscape paintings in the Ako Ghareb/Adnan Karim show were visually appealing 
and could be purchased. Said another way, this work was easily and readily consumable. The 
work in the Visible Body / InVisible Body, presented in alternative mediums and formats, such as 
old television sets and video images set on loop, resist being consumed in this way. The 
messages and meanings behind the work, then, also resists being consumed by those with the 
resources to do so. 
Considering the comparative points between these two shows, the spaces each show held, 
patronage and the audiences that engaged with the artwork,  shows how the choice of the 
utilization of the basement, as a neglected space, for the show Visible Body / InVisible Body, 
serves to set this show, the ideas and conversations presented within it, apart from other 
narratives. In Chapter 2, this research found that the National Museum at Amna Suraka, 
particularly through emphasis on the memorialization of the suffering of the Kurdish people 
under the Anfal campaign, demarcates the boundaries of a Kurdish national identity for local and 
regional publics as well as for non-Kurds outside of Iraqi Kurdistan and for transnational 
Kurdish publics. Clearly, Amna Suraka, serves as a cultural tool of elite nation-building that is 
meant to represent the Kurdish nation, legitimate claims for autonomy, power sharing on a 
national level and, for international guarantees of Kurdish rights (Mlodoch 2012 Kindle Edition: 
218-219). Utilizing the space of the Amna Suraka basement not only sets this show apart from 
other presentations, but seems to intentionally highlight the hidden, dirty, broken down and 
decaying aspects of the Kurdish Nationalist narrative. 
 
3.5 Visible Body / InVisible Body: Reducing Direct Violence Through Art 
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Kimberlie Crenshaw’s groundbreaking work that addresses unequal access to resources 
by members of marginalized identity groups in America can help us to better understand the 
significance of the work of the Concept Art Group in relation to the Kurdish nationalist 
narrative. Crenshaw notes that, “The problem with identity politics is not that it fails to transcend 
difference, as some critics charge, but rather the opposite- that it frequently conflates or ignores 
intragroup differences” (Crenshaw 1991: 1242). Crenshaw’s work has demonstrated that the 
politicization of identity, such as race, gender or ethnicity, often omits differences within the 
group. “Moreover,” Crenshaw adds, “ignoring differences within groups frequently contributes 
to tension among groups, another problem of identity politics” (Crenshaw 1991: 1242). 
Crenshaw has contributed the idea of “intersectionality” which understands the interconnected 
and interdependent nature of social categorizations and the potential for overlapping systems of 
disadvantage. Understanding the intersectional nature of an individual’s multiple and 
overlapping social identities, we can see that the singular demographic identifier of “Kurdish”, 
as a national identity espoused by the Kurdish nationalist narrative, conflates and ignores 
contentious intragroup differences in class, gender and language to also include regional and 
political differences. This ignoring of difference potentially adds tensions by ignoring injustices 
and exploitations built into a social system that privileges some groups over others, 
institutionalizing unequal opportunities. Further, nationalist narratives that have strong nativist 
characteristics, like the Kurdish nationalist narrative, perpetrates cultural violence by justifying  
and legitimizing the structural violence, by suggesting that if you are not with us you must be 
against us. 
The Concept Art Group’s use of the basement space at Amna Suraka challenges the 
institutionalized inequalities and behavioral scripts that shape how users encounter these spaces. 
It also resists dominant nationalist narratives that conflate Kurdishness and Kurdish national 
identity with the business of creating a Kurdish state, independent of Iraq. The group’s work also 
serves to reduce direct violence and interrupt the cycle of future violence by creating safe space 
for the discussion of social problems, particularly those problems that are often dismissed from 
the nationalist agenda which dominates the political landscape of Iraqi Kurdistan today. The 
work of the Concept Art Group engages issues and problems of social injustice that the powerful 
social order may attempt to ignore or marginalize and potentially prevents further victimization 
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by restraining offenders through an increase in broad public awareness (Schirch: 2014 Kindle 
Locations 365-368). In this way, these artists are challenging forms of cultural and structural 
violence (Galtung1969), for Kurdish audiences, that are being perpetuated, in part, because of 
the over emphasis on and domination of political space by the nationalist narrative and the 
movement for independence and within cultural and structural systems of control that emphasize 
conformity of behavior and obedience to authority through guilt, shame and fear of physical 
violence. 
 
Figure 3 “After Death” by Zamoa Daraga. Photo by the author. 
 Let us now consider some specific pieces of artwork from the Visible Body / InVisible 
Body show.  
“After Death” by Zamoa Daraga (Figures 3&4) - Descending the crumbling, darkened 
stairs into the lower levels at Amna Suraka, you might feel as though you are descending down 
into the depths of a long-forgotten tomb. The illusion is complete as you are met by faces of the 
departed staring back at you through time and space. “After Death” (Figure 3), a work by Zamoa 
Daraga, presents black and white images of community ancestors. Photographs of mothers, 
fathers, grandfathers and others, in formal, posed photographs like one might find in a history  
Transforming Relationships of Power | 112  
 
 
Figure 4 “After Death” by Zamoa Daraga. Detail. Photo by the author. 
 
book, hang in an asymmetrical pattern from the wall. Each photograph is encased in roughly two 
to three inches of silicone. The layers of silicone give each person pictured the look of having 
been first immobilized and then mummified. The layers of silicone obscure the images giving 
them a blurred appearance that, over time, will continue to become more and more opaque. 
Eventually, the silicone will become so cloudy as to completely obscure the image. In this piece, 
Zamoa Daraga darkly considers Kurdish history and the legacy of the Kurds. Iraq’s minorities, 
such as the Kurds, are often only mentioned in passing, where accounts take an “ahistorical” 
view of issues or events involving them. Such accounts succeed in further marginalizing Iraq’s 
minorities by relegating them to the shadows of history and reduce our perspective to a shallow 
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and often lop-sided view (Damluji 2015, Benjamen 2015). This is true wherever we find Kurdish 
populations such as in Turkey, Iran or Syria. Histories of the Kurds and other minorities like 
them are often subordinated and subsumed into larger narratives of the state, making it nearly 
impossible to find references to such groups. Over time, they are, in effect, erased, having little 
or no evidence that they ever existed. We must acknowledge that in descending into the space of 
this art show, one comes laden with their own knowledge and preconceptions about the violent 
history of Amna Suraka. In this way, the message of the erasure of a whole group of people from 
history seems to loom large and is felt very deeply and makes one consider the eradication of the 
Kurds through acts like the Anfal genocide. There is, however, a bright spot in this otherwise 
mournful piece. In drawing attention to the erasure of the Kurds as a people, a history and a 
culture, the work seems to demand that the audience witnessing this work engage in activities 
that will bear witness to the Kurds as a people. 
“The Passivists” by Avan Sdiq (Figures 5 & 6) – Located directly opposite to “After 
Death”, stands the installation, “The Passivists” by Avan Sdiq, participating artist and curator of 
the Visible Body / InVisible Body show. “The Passivists” presents a series of life-size human 
figures painted on plexiglass. The figures are suspended from the low-hanging ceiling and are 
arranged in a manner that gives the spectator the feeling that these individuals are all part of a 
group that is witnessing a particular event. Each figure is rendered in incredible, naturalistic 
detail, demonstrating the delicate fold of fabric draping over a pushed out hip or the hint of 
shadow on a turned head. All of the figures, except one (Figure 6), are depicted with their backs  
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Figure 5 “The Passivists” by Avan Sidq. The very real author surrounded by silhouettes. Photo by the author.  
   
to the spectator. Interestingly, when one examines the opposite side of the figures, you are met, 
not by a face or the converse side of the figure, but instead you meet same figure with its back 
turned on you. The spectator becomes a participant in the impromptu gather and is able to move 
freely through the “crowd” of figures. In a bit of whimsy, each individual figure, suspended on 
wires, moves slightly out of your way as you pass by. Surrounded by these figures with their 
backs presented to you, gently moving out of your way as you encounter them, is an odd 
sensation of being completely ignored by fully living people. Only one figure is presented as 
looking directly at the spectator. Moving through the plexiglass crowd, the spectator/participant 
is forced to turn around in the short corridor and come back through plexiglass crowd. Upon 
turning around, you are met with the gaze of a young woman, looking over her shoulder at you. 
She has been located at the end of the corridor in what was described as a prison cell once used 
for solitary confinement. It is well known that prison conditions Amna Suraka were overcrowded 
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Figure 6 “The Passivists” by Avan Sdiq. Solitary prison cell. Photo by the author. 
, filthy and inhumane. To give a better sense of perspective and size of the space, the small cell 
pictured above is just enough room for one person to walk about three or four steps along its 
length. There are no windows and no running water of any kind. Often times, cells such as these 
would be packed in excess of what it was designed to contain. Prisoners would be packed in so 
tightly that they could not sit down. Accounts by detainees at the time recall having to take turns 
sleeping or sitting down. 
In “The Passivists”, Avan Sidq, presents a group of individual figures that seem to be 
witnessing a particular event. Interestingly, each figure is set apart one from another and alone. 
None are coupled or grouped together in any way. While the whole group may indeed be 
witnesses to some unnamed event, they are all posed in such a way that makes them seem as 
though they are intentionally attempting to “not see” whatever it is they are seeing. What then 
are we to think about that one lone figure who does look out and “sees”? Will she be in trouble? 
Will she be made to suffer in some way for bearing witness? Why are all of the others looking 
away and what are they trying not to see? In this way, “The Passivists”, reminds one of 
Foucault’s panopticism (Foucault 1977). The Panopticon was an architectural design put forth by 
Jeremy Bentham in the mid-19th century to be used in prisons. Instead of using violent methods 
Transforming Relationships of Power | 116  
 
of control, the Panopticon offered a powerful internalized coercion, which was achieved through 
the constant observation of prisoners. Each one separated from the other, constant observation 
paired with no interaction or communication with other prisoners or even their jailer, served as 
the main mechanism of control. In turn, individuals developed a self-conscious awareness of 
constant surveillance that was deeply internalized (Foucault 1977, Mason 2017). Framed within 
the context of Foucault’s work on knowledge production through the use of power, Sidq’s work 
makes us question whether or not these figures are somehow part of a social panapticon. Who is 
watching them and who is attempting to control them? To what end? Sidq’s work also makes us 
consider that if no one is looking or “seeing” out of fear, this potentially leaves opportunity for 
violence and injustice to occur. “The Passivists” directly confronts both cultural and structural 
systems of control that emphasize conformity of behavior and obedience to authority through 
guilt, shame and fear of physical violence. 
 
Figure 7 “Nefrat” by Gailan Abdullah. Photo by author. 
“Nefrat” by Gailan Abdullah (Figure 7) – “Nefrat”, translated as “damn it”, hangs at the 
entrance of a small, dark corridor that leads into the catacomb-like rooms adjacent to the main 
room where “After Death” and “The Passivists” were presented. Two, identical monitors hang 
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on either side of the small, cramped entrance. On one side of the almost entirely dark space, the 
monitor plays a video of a man, covered in white paint. The man spits at the camera. Over and 
over he spits at the camera until the lens is covered in spit, obscuring the spectator’s ability to see 
the man. On the opposing wall, the second monitor plays a video of the same man, covered in 
black paint. He too spits at the camera, over and over until the lens is covered in spit, obscuring 
the spectator’s view. Walking through the small entrance, you are immediately thrust between 
these two images spitting in rapid succession at each other. You are caught in the middle. 
“Nefrat” presents the deep political divisions between Kurdish political parties, particularly the 
two major parties, the KDP and the PUK. Locally, the various political parties are associated 
with different colors. During the and after the civil war in the mid to late 1990s, the Kurdistan 
region was split into two administrations with the PUK (Patriotic Union of Kurdistan) 
controlling Sulaimani and Halabja, otherwise called the Green Zone, and the KDP (Kurdistan 
Democratic Party) controlling Erbil and Duhok, which was known as the Yellow Zone 
(https://goo.gl/VV3cjr). Other parties are represented by other colors. For example, the Gorran 
party is navy, the Islamic party is white, and the Socialists are blue, while the Communists are 
red. Here, the two major, competing parties, the KDP and PUK, are represented by the colors 
black and white. Visually, black and white associations are often accepted as being in opposition 
to one another and the embodiment of contrary forces. 
In this piece, these two major parties are entirely invested in spitting filth at each other, 
while the individual citizen is caught in between – being covered in discharge. Interestingly, as 
the two images spit and spit and spit at each other, the monitors become completely covered in 
spit making it difficult to see the men behind the filthiness. In this way, this work makes one 
think of the numerous political battles that are seen on television that throw desultory arguments 
and spew hateful, hyperbolic language instead of presenting substantive arguments or, instead of 
seeking solutions, lay blame on rivals. As all of this discharge builds up over time, it becomes 
difficult, if not impossible, to see the real people and the real issues. “Nefrat” directly confronts 
the cultural violence of the polarized political landscape and fractious political exchanges in 
Kurdistan which, in recent historical memory, led to civil war. At the time of the writing of this 
chapter, the memory of the Kurdish civil war of the 1990s looms large and many fear the 
continued divisiveness between the KDP and PUK will lead to another civil war. “Nefrat” 
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further confronts a social structure that has privileged these groups and placing them in power, 
leaving the people caught in between. 
The Concept Art Group’s work serves to reduce direct violence, actually, by interrupting 
the cycle of violence by attending to the emotional, spiritual and psychological impacts of direct 
violence in order to interrupt the cycle of continued violence and curtail the potential for reprisal 
or retaliation. Earlier, I discussed the challenges posed by the rather vaguely defined concept of 
direct violence presented by Shank and Schirch. However, Shank and Schirch’s use of the term 
seems to implicitly understand what Johan Galtung understood in his work on typologies of 
violence - that structural and cultural violence lead to direct violence. Here too, in the work of 
the Concept Art Group, is the understanding that structural, cultural and direct violence are 
linked. 
The Concept Art Group utilizes Amna Suraka specifically because it is a key touchstone 
for Kurdish memories of the collective trauma in the Kurdish national history but interrupts the 
potential for structural/cultural violence by setting the show apart from the mainstream. The use 
of a forgotten space at Amna Suraka to present these works of art, serves to create safe space for 
discussion by setting them apart. Further, these works directly address issues of structural and 
cultural violence like the marginalization of Kurdish histories; internalized, coercive methods of 
social control and the deeply divided political landscape that is politics between Kurdish groups 
in Iraqi Kurdistan. Highlighting these particular issues aids in the restraint of perpetrators, 
potentially preventing further victimization by increasing awareness and bring the issues out into 
more widely held public space. At the same time, the various pieces that come together as a 
whole show confront the viewer with criticisms of the current social order.  The critical visual 
analysis of the artwork produced by these artists has the unique ability  to not only allow us 
glimpses into the interior of a belief system but also to afford us the opportunity to consider the 
carefully cultivated intersections of class and power. 
 
 




This chapter has sought to consider the work of The Concept Art Group and the presentation 
of their show Visible Body / InVisible Body through the frame of the Reducing Direct Violence 
approach. This frame helps us to consider how this work serves to create safe space for the 
discussion of social problems, particularly those problems that are often dismissed from the 
nationalist agenda which dominates the political landscape of Iraqi Kurdistan today. 
Additionally, utilizing Crenshaw’s concept of intersectionality, we are able to see how the 
Concept Art Group’s use of the basement space at Amna Suraka, to include the themes presented 
within in the show like the erasure of minorities and marginalized groups from histories, 
polarizing political landscapes and the culture of surveillance, serve to resist dominant nationalist 
narratives that conflates Kurdish national identity and movement for independence. Said another 
way, the Visible Body / InVisible Body demonstrates that there are other pressing social concerns 
within Kurdish society that are being obscured and potentially neglected by the endeavor for 
independence from Iraq and the nationalist narrative. 
We considered the significance in the choice of venue for this show and how the choice of 
the utilization of the basement, as a neglected space, for the show served to set this show, the 
ideas and conversations presented within it, apart from other narratives presented at the National 
Museum at Amna Suraka. An examination of this work has revealed alternative voices to the 
hegemonic Kurdish national narrative. In fact, it reveals deep concerns within Kurdish society 
that hinder true nation-building such as marginalized peoples and narratives within the society; 
deep divides in the political system that lead to ineffectual governance and suffering by the 
people as well powerful systemic and social controls that serve only to maintain the status quo. 
We have also seen how the work of the Concept Art Group engages issues of social injustice that 
the powerful social order may attempt to ignore or marginalize. In highlighting these issues, this 
art potentially prevents further victimization by restraining offenders, namely the economic and 
political elite, through increasing broad public awareness (Schirch: 2014 Kindle Locations 365-
368). 
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CHAPTER 4 – BUILDING CAPACITY THROUGH ART 
 
In a conversation about space and the work of conceptual artists, one might imagine that our 
discussion would focus on the formal composition of a work – at the site of the image itself and 
how the formal elements of color, line and form come together to form a picture. Such an 
examination would yield less than half of the full context and meaning of the work. It would also 
not yield much in the way of information about those social, historical or political relationships 
that shaped the work. Cultural geographers have contended that space is the fulcrum around 
which history turns (Thompson 2015,Page 149 of 165, Kindle Edition).The spaces that will form 
the bulk of the following discussion are those physical, public spaces that are patterned by 
institutionalized inequalities, ideologies, behavioral scripts (Hasso & Salime 2016: 6). These 
public spaces are particularly interesting for our discussion in how users inhabit them and 
encounter others within the confines of those spaces. In their work Freedom Without Permission: 
Bodies and Space in the Arab Revolutions (2016), Frances S. Hasso and Zakia Salime define an 
understanding of both spaces and places in the revolutions and uprisings of the Arab Spring. For 
Hasson and Salime, space refers to arrangements and interactions while place refers to “the lived 
and dynamic location where different people, social agents or powerful actors come together in 
unpredictable and even shifting ways” (Hasso & Salime 2016: 6). For this discussion, we will 
employ both notions of space and place put forth by Hasso and Salime. 
  In Chapter three, Contesting Histories Through Art, I noted the significance of the choice of 
the venue for the Visible Body / InVisible Body show and how the choice of the basement, as a 
neglected space, helped to set the ideas and conversations presented within this art show, apart 
from other narratives being presented at the National Museum at Amna Suraka. The National 
Museum at Amna Suraka, including its basement, is both a space and a place. As a place, it is 
grounded in a locality and can be inhabited physically. As a space, we understand that human 
interactions, not all of them material, take place there. As we will see, the Museum is a space and 
a place that is not readily accessible by everyone within the society. Those individuals who do 
enter Amna Suraka come to the site with their own set of ideas about the Museum, its 
importance, its place within Kurdish history and Kurdish national aspirations. They also come 
with notions about how to conduct themselves and interact with other individuals inhabiting that 
place. The artists of the Visible Body / InVisible Body show demonstrated a reflexive and self-
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conscious understanding the overlapping concepts of space and place as well as their ability to be 
made, claimed and defined.  
Nato Thompson, chief curator at Creative Time, a New York based non-profit arts 
organization known for its ambitious public art projects and author of Seeing Power: Art and 
Activism in the Twenty-first Century, suggests that, “We tend to think of time as the dominant 
paradigm of progress, but perhaps space should have its day in the sun as well”. Demonstrations 
worldwide like those of the Arab Spring or the Occupy Wall Street movement have 
demonstrated that history has a deep connection to its public spaces (Thompson 2015, Page 150-
152 of 165, Kindle Edition, http://creativetime.org/about/ ). These revolutions have inaugurated 
new political subjectivities and modes of citizenship, but have also altered public spaces (Hasso 
& Salime 2016: 226).  
Thompson further illuminates this point: 
“The battle for power can take place in condos, streets, offices, 
union halls, museums, malls, highways, aqueducts, oil refineries, 
manufacturing plants, anarchist infoshops, fast food restaurants, 
sidewalks, car washes, military bases, music venues, coal 
refineries, subways, amusement parks, strip malls, and housing 
projects. Our bodies move through these sites every day - they 
control us, guide us, make us who we are. Class tensions around 
the production of space – from race riots to gentrification to the 
battle over public housing – are as crucial to the production of 
meaning as the successful spaces I described in the previous 
chapter. Physical sites provide the foundation for the network of 
infrastructures that make us who we are” (Thompson 2015, Page 
152 of 165, Kindle Edition). 
Consider for a moment the numerous spaces you might move through during the course of 
your day. For example, on a daily basis, I move from the privately held space of my home into 
my car that occupies space on public roadways, that then takes me through the drive-through for 
a snack on my way to the University. Each of these spaces has their own set of norms and rules 
that govern who may enter that space and how they are expected to conduct themselves while in 
those arenas. If we are, as Thompson suggests, “the result of the spatial compositions we reside 
in,” in turn, the occupation of a space can allow for strategic constructions of meaning within 
that space (Thompson 2015, DeCerteau 1984). Considering space in this way gives us the 
capacity to view an array of intertwined local relationships of power that constitute a community.  
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Considering the “spatial compositions we reside in” together with the critical visual 
methodology put forth by Cultural Geographer, Gillian Rose, helps us to think about the web of 
social, historical and political relationships that the artwork is located in and that which shaped 
the work. Rose’s work, informed by the work of Art historian Erwin Panofsky (1972), helps us 
to consider visual materials in terms of three sites: the site of production, the site of the image 
itself, and the site of the work’s audience (Rose 2012). Methods for producing the work in a 
specific space and ways of interacting with images within a space all serve to mediate the visual 
effects of those images (Rose 2012, Page 31 of 386, Kindle Edition). Let us now take a moment 
to define the site of production, the site of the image itself, and the site of the work’s audience 
according to Rose.  
Site of Production - All visual representations are made in one way or another. The 
circumstances of the production of the image, including the technologies used in the making of 
an image, may contribute towards the effect they have (Panofsky 1972, D’Alleva 2012, Rose 
2012: 20-21 of 386 Kindle Edition). 
Site of the Image – It is reasonable to consider that meanings are made at the site of the 
image itself. The modality considered to be the most important to an image’s own effects is often 
argued to be its compositionality. Compositionality refers to the specific material qualities of an 
image or visual object and draws on a number of formal strategies including content, colour and 
spatial organization. There are numerous ways in which theorists of visual culture have 
conceptualized the workings of the site of the image itself (Panofsky 1972, D’Alleva 2012, Rose 
2012: 20, 27-28 of 386 Kindle Edition). 
The Site of Audiencing - Media scholar John Fiske (1994) has suggested that the site of an 
image’s audience is the most important site at which an image’s meanings are made, 
renegotiated, or even rejected. There are three aspects to this process including the 
compositionality of the image, the technology used to make and display an image and the 
different social practices that structure the viewing of particular images in particular places. Rose 
explains that, “Visual images are always practised in particular ways, and different practices are 
often associated with different kinds of images in different kinds of spaces” (Panofsky 1972, 
D’Alleva 2012, Rose 2012: 30-32 of 386 Kindle Edition). 
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Different theoretical debates about how to interpret images across the different disciplines 
within the arts, humanities and the social sciences, can generally be understood as debates over 
which of these sites and modalities is most important for understanding an image, and why (Rose 
2012: 40 of 386 Kindle Edition). 
In the following chapter, we will consider how the Concept Art Group utilized specific 
public spaces around the city of Sulaimani, specifically the Institute of Fine Arts and the 
Museum of Modern Art, to contest cultural institutions, those attending traditions associated with 
the institution and the meanings brought to that space. We will also consider the making of art 
within those spaces and places, the agency of the image, the social practices and effects of its 
viewing (Panofsky 1972, D’Alleva 2012, Rose 2012). Considering each visual event within the 
Clamor Project and Tekist shows, within the spaces and places of the Institute of Fine Arts and 
the Museum of Modern Art and through a consideration of what I have come to think of as the 
“three-sited approach”, the site of production, the site of the image and the site of its audience, 
recognizes that the artwork is embedded in a larger system of interconnected processes and 
relationships of power. For conflict analysis and eventual peacebuilding efforts, utilizing this 
approach in addition to utilizing the Shank and Schirch Building Capacity approach-as-
theoretical model helps us to see that, in the context of Iraqi Kurdistan, we are faced with 
systems and institutions that continue to perpetuate structural and cultural violence. Individuals 
do not feel confident that they can depend on civil or government institutions and leadership to 
nurture a culture of Just Peace or to build systems and institutions that effectively address the 
needs and rights of all people, allowing for expression of conflict through democratic processes 
(Schirch 2014: Kindle Locations 605-606. Kindle Edition). In turn, we will also see that in this 
moment in time in Kurdistan, traditions and institutions at every level of society are being deeply 
questioned. 
4.1 Building Capacity: A Model For Conflict Analysis 
In the previous chapters, this research has engaged with and utilized three of the four arts-
based approaches put forth by peacebuilding scholars, Michael Shank and Lisa Schirch, in their 
combined article “Strategic Arts-Based Peacebuilding” (2008) and in Lisa Schirch’s Little Book 
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of Strategic Peacebuilding (Schirch 2014). In Chapter 1, we utilized the Transforming 
Relationships approach to consider the ways that the relationship between government-as-patron 
has changed with its’ artists-as-clients and what that shift in patron-client relationships may 
signal.  In Chapter 2, we examined the National Museum at Amna Suraka, through the Waging 
Conflict Nonviolently approach, which revealed that Amna Suraka, as a national memorial, 
serves to demarcate national territory and to constitute the Kurdish nation through ties to 
common ethnic roots and a shared national tragedy that was the Anfal. In Chapter 3, we 
considered the ways the work of the Concept Art Group are utilizing their artwork to challenge 
institutionalized inequalities through the Reducing Direct Violence (Shank & Schirch 2008) 
approach. In this chapter, we turn our attention to the third of the Shank and Schirch approaches, 
Building Capacity (Shank & Schirch 2008). In doing so, we will utilize this approach as a 
theoretical model, to consider how the work of the Concept Art Group, in utilizing the context of 
the spaces of the Fine Arts Institute and the Museum of Modern Art, reveals deep concerns about 
powerful systemic and social controls within traditional social institutions that creates space to 
consider the capacities that require further development if there is to be a well-functioning 
culture of Just Peace. 
Building Capacity, as an approach towards creating a Just Peace, requires people to know 
how to take responsibility for shaping their culture. This includes being able to effectively shape 
their society’s architecture, including institutions, policies and organizations that support its 
function. Societies are able to reflect a culture of peace and justice when they are able to address 
the needs and rights of all individuals within the society. In a culture of Just Peace, societies are 
fully capable of expressing conflict through democratic processes (Shank & Schirch 2008; 
Schirch 2014 Location 603 of 974 Kindle Edition). According to Shank and Schirch, Building 
Capacity, as an approach requires long-term thinking and planning to create sustainable, 
constructive relationships between people and their resources that protect their needs for the 
future.  Efforts that support long-term peacebuilding include education and training, 
development, and research and evaluation. Ultimately, building capacity means transformation 
within a society. Shank & Schirch find that, “Artists can use visual, literary, performance, and 
movement art as capacity-building mechanisms to build self-confidence, enable self-expression, 
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and provide training in leadership, public speaking, and creative problem solving” (Shank & 
Schirch 2008).  
The four Shank and Schirch approaches Waging Conflict Nonviolently, Reducing Direct 
Violence, Building Capacity and Transforming Relationships are highly stage-sensitive, relating 
to the intensity of the conflict during the life-cycle of the conflict, moving from conflict 
escalation though conflict prevention. According to Shank and Schirch, Building Capacity, as an 
approach, is best suited to the moment in the life-cycle of the conflict when direct or violent 
conflict has deescalated. Utilizing this approach as a contextually ambidextrous approach-cum-
theoretical model, as I have used in the previous three chapters, the main elements of this 
approach that should be considered are the aspects of long-term planning and building of social 
structures that support the people’s ability to 1) address the needs and rights of all individuals 
within the society and 2) allow for the expression of conflict through democratic processes. This 
approach is particularly interesting in that it views conflict in its potential for change and for its 
potential to solve problems. Conflict, therefore, can be a positive force when it signals that there 
is a problem that needs to be addressed.  
In the following discussion, I will address the work of the Concept Art Group through their 
shows Clamor and Tekist, produced and presented at the Fine Arts Institute and the Museum of 
Modern Art, through 1) an understanding of space and place as earlier defined by Hasso and 
Salime 2) the “three-sited approach” or critical visual methodology and through the 3) Building 
Capacity approach as theoretical model.  
4.2 The Institutions of Modern Art 
 
In the previous chapter, Contesting Histories Through Art, we met the Concept Art 
Group, a group of about twenty visual and conceptual artists, as they presented their show 
Visible Body/ Invisible Body in the basement of the National Museum at Amna Suraka. Visible 
Body/Invisible Body was one of four shows presented as a series by the Concept Art Group. In 
order of appearance, the series included the shows: Clamor, presented at the Fine Arts Institute, 
November 12, 2016; Visible Body/Invisible Body, presented in the basement at the National 
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Museum at Amna Suraka, November 19-24, 2016; Argue, Object and Place, presented at a 
collapsed house opposite from Amna Suraka, January 7-11, 2017 and Tekist, presented at the 
Museum of Modern Art, January 21-25, 2017. Each of these four shows were built, individually, 
but also to work in tandem with the other three shows in the series. The intention was to have a 
series with a wide scope that created space at key venues around the city of Sulaimani that would 
present a broad critique to the functions of traditional education, governmental and cultural 
institutions, to even include a critique of “Art” itself. In each of these cases, the specific spaces 
that each of the art shows was presented in is a unique and critical feature of the show. It is 
interesting to note that each of these spaces, with the exception of the collapsed house, was a 
civic space. To briefly revisit this point, we remember the utilization of the basement at the 
National Museum at Amna Suraka as the venue for the Visible Body/Invisible Body show. In our 
consideration of the importance of the space, we cannot overlook the fact that Amna Suraka 
continues to carry meaning for Kurdish people there, particularly those recent memories of 
people who were disappeared and of those who were detained, tortured and executed there. In 
the minds of the people in Sulaimani, there is a direct association with the National Museum at 
Amna Suraka and the suffering of the Kurdish people under the Ba’ath, to include the Anfal 
campaign. That is to say, any individual entering the space brings with them their own 
preconceived notions about the place that would, in turn, influence the way that individual may 
perceive the art presented there. The choice of space helped to make the suggestion that there 
was something different to be had within this show and also that, possibly, there was something 
that has been neglected, forgotten or concealed underneath the umbrella of Kurdish nationalism. 
At the same time, this demonstrates an interesting reflexive relationship where individuals can 
and do reflect upon and comment on their culture, being conscious of themselves within the 
context they are able to comment or act upon their perceptions. Therein lies a one of the unique 
gifts of utilizing the arts and arts based perspectives for the study of conflict, namely, that these 
perspectives allow us to explicate the numerous modes of self-reference in which people and 
cultural practices call attention to and reflect upon themselves. 
In this chapter, I will consider the use of space and place at the Clamor show presented at 
the Fine Arts Institute and the Tekist show presented at the Museum of Modern Art. 
Unfortunately, I was not in Sulaimani at the time that the Argue, Object and Place show, the 
fourth show in the Concept Art Group’s series, was presented. As such, I cannot speak from 
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first-hand experience of this show. However, information about the event was made available to 
me by the presenting artists. As such, I will speak about it as part of the larger series, but must do 
so in a more limited way. Let us first consider the two venues where these shows were presented. 
The Fine Arts Institute 
 
Despite its long and respected position in the city, it was difficult to get accurate 
information about the establishment or the history of the Fine Arts Institute in Sulaimani. By all 
accounts, the Institute was established in 1980 by artists Ali Jola, Hikmat Hindi, Hama Jaza, 
Hama Ali Kurdo, Baxtiar Mustafa, Abdulla Rasul, Azad Jalal, Badia’a Dartash, Hiwa Abdulla 
and Kosrat Jamal. These artists opened the Departments of the Plastic Arts (Visual Arts) and 
Theatre. The following year, more people, including artists Anwar Qaradaghi, Salah Raouf, 
Ahmed Salar and Muhsin Pirot became involved with the new Fine Arts Institute and opened the 
Department of Music. It is interesting to note that all of these artists graduated from the College 
of Art in Baghdad (H., Ranj. Personal Interview. 22 November 2017). All of the artists I 
interviewed acknowledged that before the establishment of the Fine Arts Institute, to include 
other institutions that were opened later like the College of Arts in the University of Sulaimani, 
students had to go to Baghdad to study art. This is generally understood to be true but it is also 
documented in the written works of Rashed, Rebwar Saeed Out of Kurdish Soil: The Artwork of 
Rebwar Rashed and the Museum of Modern Art, Sulaimani (2012) and Visions of the Kurdish 
Plastic Art Bakhtyar Saeed and Rzgar O. Ali. (2013).  
One of the artists of the Concept Art Group referred to the establishment of the Fine Arts 
Institute as, “a national critical action” (H., Ranj. Personal Interview. 22 November 2017). This 
is an interesting comment indeed and points to the problems associated with going to Baghdad 
for an arts education during the 1970s-1980s, at the time of the founding of the Fine Arts 
Institute. If we recall the exchange between one artist and myself at the beginning of Chapter 
three, section 3.2, this comment reminds us that, “Critical artwork has a close relationship with 
crisis”, and, “When there is a problem, there is material for artists to work with”( H., Ranj. 
Personal Interview. 23 November 2016). So, where was the problem with Kurdish art students 
from the north of Iraq going to Baghdad for their education? As mentioned earlier in Chapter 
Three, Rebwar Saeed notes that, “Arabic being the language of Iraq made studying in Baghdad 
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difficult, as Kurds have their own language” (Saeed 2012: 117). Saeed’s comment draws 
attention to a linguistic and cultural difference between Kurds in the north and Baghdad as the 
capital of Iraq. However, there is more here to unpack. Saeed goes on to talk about his year in 
Baghdad, studying at the College for Traditional Woodcraft, “During my year in Baghdad, 
political repression against the students (especially the Kurdish students) increased and, as I 
refused to become affiliated to the Ba’ath party, I had no other option than to return to Kurdistan. 
This coincided with the war between Iraq and Iran and I faced forced conscription as a solider in 
the Iraqi army” (Saeed 2012: 51). A Kurdish art student would have been under extreme 
economic, linguistic, cultural and political pressure studying in Baghdad. Hamit Bozarslan, 
professor of history and political science, finds that, in Iraq, art and literature have been in the 
service of a failed nation-building process; but at least at the margins, they have also reflected 
the plurality of society” (Bozarslan 2012: Page 405 of 507 Kindle Edition).  
From this perspective, we can begin to understand the importance of the Fine Arts 
Institute as both a space (arrangements and interactions between humans) and a place (lived and 
dynamic location where different people, social agents or powerful actors come together) that 
served to redirect cultural power in Iraq, away from Baghdad as the historic center of the 
formalized, academy of art, to the Kurdish north in Sulaimani. That is not to suggest that the 
importance of Baghdad as a cultural and artistic center was entirely undermined by the creation 
of art institutions in Iraqi Kurdistan. Today, Baghdad continues to pull the elite of the art world 
in Iraq, including both Arab and Kurdish. However, if we allow our imaginations to travel back 
in time to the establishment of the Fine Arts Institute in Sulaimani we can imagine that the 
establishment must have created a new cultural space and place, not dominated by Baghdad, 
where the focus of the work of Kurdish artists could focus topics of specifically Kurdish interest 
where before those topics would have necessarily had to have been subordinated and folded in to 
topics of interest at the level of the Iraqi state. We can also consider that the coming together of 
the aforementioned artists who founded the Institute, subsequently set in motion the 
establishment of an elevated group of artists within Kurdish society, who were charged with the 
direction that Art and artists in Iraqi Kurdistan would take. 
Stories about this venerable institution travel by word of mouth, as there is little in the 
way of written documentation about the institution. As we will see, the creation and history of 
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the Museum of Modern Art takes up more room in our discussion about these two spaces/places 
simply for the fact that there is more, recent and written documentation. However, in 2016 and 
2017, at the time of this research, the Fine Arts Institute was an active space that included 
numerous shows. However, the Institute was one of a large number of public schools in the 
Kurdistan region, including K-12 institutions as well as colleges and universities that were 
negatively impacted by the Kurdistan Regional Government’s inability to pay public sector 
employees with the onset of a severe economic crisis that has effected the Kurdish region since 
2014. Teachers facing economic distress due to both the severe reduction in pay and the 
subsequent delay of those reduced salaries to be paid by the Kurdistan Regional Government, 
staged regular protests in the fall of 2016. Public schools failed to open for classes during that 
semester. Classes would not resume until February 2017 due, in part, to outright pleading on the  
 
Figure 1 The Museum of Modern Art, Sulaimani.10 
part of the Kurdish Regional Government with the teachers. A mutually agreeable and durable 
solution was not found and, in most cases, services provided by the schools were severely 
reduced. 
 
                                                          
10 Retrieved from a public domain website http://lapluiedoiseaux.asso.fr/wp-
content/uploads/2013/07/kurdistan_museum_exterieur.jpg 
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The Museum of Modern Art 
 
In Chapter One, Transforming Relationships of Power, I utilized the Museum of Modern 
Art as an example of the importance of political patronage to any project in Kurdistan and also as 
an example of the lack of continuity in interest and funding on the part of those patrons, 
particularly the Kurdish Regional Government’s declining ability to be a significant patron to the 
Arts. Here, I would like to talk about the establishment of the Museum of Modern Art and the 
ideas behind the founding of the institution.  
The Museum of Modern Art in Sulaimani (Figure 1), also known as the Crossing 
Museum, is the brain child of well-known Kurdish artist Rebwar Saeed. The Museum began as 
an artistic collaboration between Saeed and artists Edith Henry and Karina Waschko during 
Saeed’s years as artist-in-exile in France in the early 1990s. Together, these artists created La 
Pluie d’Oiseaux (the Showering of Birds) and later, L’Association Pluie d’Oiseaux (the 
Showering of Birds Association). At inception, the museum began as the “donation”, a collection 
of about fifty pieces of artwork donated by artists from all over Europe. This donation was 
intended to be the foundation upon which the Museum of Modern Art would be built (Saeed 
2012: 106). In 1992, at the same time that Kurdistan became an autonomous region inside Iraq, 
L’Association Pluie d’Oiseaux became more active, organizing several exhibitions in Europe and 
China. Artists from France, Belgium, Poland, Italy, Sweden and China collaborated and 
exchanged works, ultimately including cooperation with the Fine Arts Universities of Lille and 
Touring France and Middlesex University in London. Saeed explains, that , “The Crossing 
Museum would become the permanent home for the art collection, act as a footbridge (Bridge of 
Arts) between current art from Europe and the Middle East and create a bond between the 
cultures of different countries and forms of artistic expression” (Saeed 2012: 106). Later in 1994, 
Saeed was able to return to Kurdistan and in that time, propose the idea of the Museum of 
Modern Art to administrators at the University of Sulaimani who accepted the “donation” 
collection where it was first exhibited. The collection was later moved to Erbil, where the entire 
assemblage was destroyed when violent conflict broke out between rival political parties during 
the Kurdish civil war (Saeed 2012: 107). Needless to say, this was a severe blow and set back to 
the creation of the Museum. It would be nearly ten years later, in 2003, when the burgeoning 
Kurdish Regional Government would finally give their support to the project and set aside land 
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at Azadi (Freedom) Park, the site of a former Iraqi military garrison. Today, Azadi Park is a 
popular spot for festivals and recreation. Building on the Museum began in 2004 but would not 
be completed until 2011. Yet, in 2016 and 2017, at the time of this research, the Museum of 
Modern Art was structurally unsound, uninhabited and in a state of severe disrepair (see Figure 
3). 
The Museum of Modern Art is an interesting space and place that founder Rebwar Saeed 
has referred to as, “The opening, in my homeland, of a window to the world” (Saeed 2012: 104). 
In his dissertation Out of Kurdish Soil: The Artwork of Rebwar Rashed and the Museum of 
Modern Art, Sulaimani, Saeed discusses the ideas behind the creation of the Museum including 
giving a voice to the Kurds and allowing the world to know more about the genocide of the 
Kurdish people and to help create Kurdistan as a modern society. While in the field, I had the 
opportunity to interview Mamosta Rebwar (Teacher Rebwar) in his office at the University of 
Sulaimani where we talked about the Museum of Modern Art and generally, about Kurdish art. 
Dr. Saeed is the current Dean of the College of Fine Arts at the University of Sulaimani and was 
kind enough to also lend me a number texts about different Kurdish artists. Unfortunately, my 
contact with Dr. Saeed was limited to that face to face interview and a handful of messages via 
Facebook.  
Saeed begins talking about the Museum project by referring  to a poem entitled “The 
Showering of Birds” (Figure 2) as it, “Contains the reason for the efforts that followed in the 
years of exile and the years of return to Kurdistan – culminating in the final realization of the 
Museum” (Saeed 2012: 105). “The Showering of Birds” poem refers to a 1987 diary entry by 
Saeed. The poetic, storybook style of entry talks about the use of chemical weapons on the Kurds 
by the Saddam regime. The chemicals killed human beings, but also devastated the environment, 
plants and animals alike, causing the birds to fall, rain-like, from the sky. Consequentially, the 
motif of injured, dying and falling birds regularly appear in Kurdish visual art, broadly signifying 
the genocide of the Kurds. The significance of this poem for the creation of the Museum of 
Modern Art lies at the end of Saeed’s diary entry, “That day I told myself: ‘If I am not like you, a 
lost story, I promise to tell the moving story of all the Kurdistan birds to all humanity in order 
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Figure 2 “The Showering of Birds” poem by Rebwar Saeed. Used with permission from the author. 
 
that we might understand better the voiceless screams of my grieving country” (Saeed 2012: 
151). Here Saeed is talking to one of the dead birds, a victim of the chemical attack. He promises 
the dead bird that he will give a voice to the voiceless and let the world know about the genocide 
of the Kurdish people.  
Secondly, Saeed explains, “Museums are sadly lacking in this part of the world: there are 
no permanent venues for exhibiting contemporary art within a radius of 350 km (even Baghdad, 
though it may put on large exhibitions, has no permanent site for exhibitions of contemporary 
art). The history and location of this town make it favourable and highly symbolic place to create 
a Modern Art Museum” (Saeed 2012: 105). In this way, the Museum becomes a way to, “form 
part of the modern world and develop real exchanges with other culture” (Saeed 2012: 105) and 
to, “contribute to Kurdish cultural identity” (Saeed 2012: 104). Here, Saeed seems to suggest that 
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having a Museum of Modern Art will help to create Kurdistan as a modern society and will 
allow for it to interact with other modern societies. In Chapter two, Constituting Histories 
Through Art, our discussion engaged the work of James Clifford and Robert J. Kaiser who 
studied museums and collecting cultural artifacts (Clifford 1999) and the socially constructed, 
territorialization of the nation national landscapes and national monuments (Kaiser 2002). 
Returning to this point, Clifford and Kaisers’ worked helped us to consider how the National 
Museum at Amna Suraka shapes the boundaries of a Kurdish national identity and territory, 
while serving to document and preserve a Kurdish history that gives permanence to the nation. In 
this same way, we can consider that the Modern Museum of Art also has the potential to become, 
if it is not already, a national monument (Kaiser 2002) and will serve to imagine the Kurdish 
nation (Anderson 1983) and shape the boundaries of a Kurdish national identity. It further 
suggests that the imagining of the Kurdish nation that has taken a step further from formulation 
of the imagination into the concrete – nation-building.  
Considering the potential importance of the Museum of Modern Art as both a space 
(arrangements and interactions between humans) and place (lived and dynamic location where 
different people, social agents or powerful actors come together), it is interesting to compare the 
ideologies behind the National Museum at Amna Suraka and the Museum of Modern Art for 
some additional insight. As we found in Chapter two, the National Museum at Amna Suraka is 
rooted in the preservation of Kurdish history and dominated by notions of violence, genocide and 
dispersal as important and constitutive elements of the Kurdish national identity and memory of 
the Anfal genocide. The Museum of Modern Art, by Saeed’s account, seems to share the ideas of 
preserving and promoting the culture of the Kurdish people. However, the Museum of Modern 
Art differs from Amna Suraka in that it utilizes “modern art” to present Kurdistan as a 
progressive, modern society with a high-culture. Let’s consider this point a bit further. Saeed 
explains the “favorable conditions” (Saeed 2012: 105) under which the Museum began to take 
shape:   
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Figure 3 The Museum of Modern Art at the time of the “Tekist” show, January 2017.Photo by the author 
  
 “In 1991, the government of the Kurdish region of Iraq was set up 
in Suleimany. It was the first democratically and freely elected 
government in Iraq, confronted with the huge task of rebuilding the 
region’s economic, social and educational structure. Despite all 
the difficulties, artistic life and education have developed, and this 
renewal has brought with it a desire for venues adapted to these 
activities, place that match the aspirations of the people to form 
part of the modern world and develop real exchanges with other 
cultures” (Saeed 2012: 105).” 
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 As I previously mentioned, the Museum of Modern Art began with a collection of 
artwork donated by European artists, intended to be the foundation upon which the Museum 
would be built (Saeed 2012: 106). A visit to the current website of L’Association Pluie 
d’Oiseaux, the group of artists who created the collection, shows a number of art projects, one of 
them, Le Crossing Museum https://goo.gl/2Wv64N. I should note here that the site is entirely in 
French and that all translations between French and English were conducted by myself. That 
said, an investigation of the site shows that L’Association has had other arts-based “action 
internationals” (international actions) in Kurdistan including a small music festival in 2008, a 
contemporary dance project in 2009 and a number of other arts projects across music, dance, 
literary and visual arts genres. The description of the L’Arbre aux Rubans Qui Parlent (The 
Ribbons Tree Who Speaks) project is particularly interesting for our discussion. The full 
description of the project is rather lengthy. Below, I have included an excerpt of the description 
in its original French but have highlighted the particular passages of interest for our discussion.  
“Au cœur de l’été 2014, des milliers de personnes du nord de 
l’Irak se sont réfugiées en catastrophe dans les montagnes arides 
et surchauffées pour tenter d’échapper à l’extermination. Pour la 
plupart, elles sont maintenant dans des campements de fortune en 
Turquie ou à Dohouk, Erbil ou Soulaimany, région 
Kurde d’Irak. 
D’autres encore arrivent… 
Contre la sinistre uniformisation imposée par les extrémistes de 
« l’État Islamique ». Contre ces assassins qui prétendent faire 
régner leur loi tyrannique dans le Nord Irak et Syrie (et bien plus 
largement!), qui appellent au meurtre et s’attaquent avec une 
violence rare à toutes les minorités ethniques et religieuses vivant 
en bonne entente depuis des centaines d’années… 
En soutien et empathie avec les victimes, quelque soit leur 
croyance et/ou leur ethnie, l’association d’artistes Esta Art (Erbil, 
Kurdistan d’Irak) demande à La Pluie d’Oiseaux d’organiser en 
France, en même temps qu’eux, une  action symbolique forte, 
rassembleuse, vivante : l’arbre aux rubans 
Ensemble, en lien par retransmissions croisées via internet à Erbil 
et à Roubaix, à Lille et à Sulaimany, à Dohouk et à Lens… 
Car ce combat pour la tolérance nous concerne tous. 
L’arbre aux rubans qui parlent est symbole de vie et de joyeuse 
diversité. Les rubans de couleur sont comme autant de croyances, 
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de façons d’être car nouer des rubans colorés, des bouts de tissus 
ou de ficelles à un arbre est une tradition commune aux yézidis, 
musulmans, chrétiens…” https://goo.gl/bsJkxQ11 
 
 
 The L’Arbre aux Rubans Qui Parlent project talks about refugees fleeing from ISIS in 
2014 (first highlighted passage) and, “In support and empathy with the victims, whatever their 
belief and / or their ethnicity, the association of artists Esta Art (Erbil, Kurdistan of Iraq) asks the 
Rain of Birds to organize in France, at the same time that they rally a strong symbolic action” 
(second highlighted passage). Finally, the description asserts the urgency and mission of the 
project by declaring, “Because this fight for tolerance concerns us all. The tree with talking 
ribbons is a symbol of life and joyful diversity” (third highlighted passage) 
(https://goo.gl/bsJkxQ). I have spent time returning to the connections between the Museum of 
Modern Art and L’Association Pluie d’Oiseaux, to show what both Saeed and L’Association 
Pluie d’Oiseaux refer to as “passerelle des Arts” or “Arts bridges” between Iraqi Kurdistan and 
Europe. This deep connection to art and artists in Europe on the part of artists in the “academy” 
in Iraqi Kurdistan, like the founder and Board of Directors of the Modern Museum of Art, is not 
new and reaches back to the founding of the Hashemite Kingdom of Iraq (under the British 
mandate) when, as early as the 1930s, “The arrival of many Orientalists in Kurdistan (among 
them archeologists, diplomats, painters) in the early part of the 20th century played an important 
role. Even though many of them had a political agenda, they left behind an intellectual legacy 
that included positive influences brought from the West through familiarity with and 
appreciation of art” (Saeed 2012: 43). During field research in 2016 and 2017, it was found that 
the majority of the visual and conceptual artists I was working with had ties to the University of 
Sulaimani, many having graduated from the University of Sulaimani and/or having had the 
benefit of higher education or having worked abroad, typically in Europe. This “exchange” of art 
and artists between Iraqi Kurdistan and Europe suggests “an intellectual legacy” (Saeed 2012: 
43) of art and modernity that is heavily dominated by European notions of these concepts. In 
turn, it also suggests that the conceptual domain of the Museum of Modern Art in Sulaimani, is 
rooted in these same European notions of art, appreciation of art and the importance of the 
                                                          
11 Translation from French to English conducted by the author. 
Transforming Relationships of Power | 137  
 
museum as a space and place where a nation’s culture preserved and promoted. This 
understanding has helped me to decipher a surprising comment that was made by one artist. 
Early on I my work, this particular artist chuckled a bit when I told him about the work I was 
doing and said, matter-of-factly that, “There is no Kurdish Art” (Can, S. Personal Interview, July 
2015). He went on to explain that the fine arts had come to Iraq from Europe, through the capital 
city of Baghdad and eventually to the northern cities of Iraqi Kurdistan. John Paul Lederach has 
found that a people’s "lived histories" encompass the lived experiences that create and reinforce 
the stories of their collective lives and shared memories (Lederach 2005 & Maiese 2016). While 
this artist’s comments are in need of further unpacking, they suggest the modern memory of a 
complex colonial relationship with Europe and Kurdish artists in Iraqi Kurdistan, within the State 
of Iraq and within a larger world system at play. 
4.3 The Art Shows: Clamor and Tekist 
 
“Call art whatever you want, and call whatever you want 
art. It’s not important. What is important is challenging tradition. 
For generations in Sulaymaniyah City, and many other 
communities, the artistic collective has been restricted by the 
borders of tradition. Only recently have those boundaries been 
pushed to encompass an entirely new perspective on what is truly 
considered art. It is the responsibility of these newer generations 
to keep breaking the walls of tradition; not to tear down what built 
the culture, but to create new paths for the culture to travel and 
allowing that culture to experience the feeling of contemporary 
artistic expression. And it is our responsibility to support those 
who are challenging the mores of their society, it is the least that 
can be given in appreciation of their courage and passion. When 
one way expires, it gives space and power to the new” – Artist, 
Zewar Fadhil, Facebook post February 12, 2017 
 
Challenging traditions and restricted borders, as well as traditional institutions through art, 
space and place, the work of the Conceptual Art Group illuminates the need to develop existing 
capacities and skills that will support the building of just structures that support a sustainable 
culture of peace (Shank & Schirch 2008). Let us now consider some specific pieces of artwork 
from the Clamor and Tekist shows. 
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The Clamor Project 
 
 
Figure 4 Promotional image for the Clamor Project. Photo by the author. 
 
The Clamor Project was a one-day exhibition of conceptual art works that included 
works all related to sound and the memory of sound. As the curating artist put it, “The everyday 
noise that makes up our life” (S. Abas Personal Interview, November 12, 2016). The artists 
presenting included: Kani Majid, Sherko Abas, Khabat Abas, Rebeen Hamarafiq, Rostam 
Abdulaziz, Hardi Kurds, Shirwan Fatih and Shameran Fatah. All of the artists participating in the 
Clamor Project ranged in age from their late-twenties to mid-forties. All of them had the benefit 
of higher education abroad and, if not at that moment, had been teachers at the university and 
college levels. Many had also spent time in Europe where they might have earned their graduate 
degree or have had the opportunity to exhibit their work. A few, like the curator and his sister, 
still lived abroad, making relatively regular visits to Kurdistan. Socially, while they were not 
wealthy nor necessarily well-positioned, politically, these individuals do intermingled with 
political elites at occasion such as the production of this show. It is also important to know that 
all of the artists in the Clamor Project claim a heritage in one of the large urban centers of Iraqi 
Kurdistan and are tied to networks of formal schooling, art galleries and other interest groups 
that operate within an urban realm. 
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Artists Sherko Abas, the curating artist, was interviewed on GKsat about this show. I 
have included a link to the video of that interview in the references section of this chapter. In 
addition, I have tried to pair images with the discussion of the artwork itself. However, during 
my visit to this one-day event, I was only able to get a few photos. During my fieldwork in 
Sulaimani, consistent and dependable electricity service was a constant problem and it was very 
common to only have a few hours of electricity at any given time during the day. During the 
Clamor Project show, the electricity went out. Not only did it impact my ability to take photos 
but it also hindered the presentation of a number of the pieces that used electricity in some part 
of their project. The show was held in a large, downstairs studio at the Fine Arts Institute (Figure 
5). All of the windows had been covered and a series of large, white, make-shift walls were set 
up around the room, maze-like – presumably, to direct visitors through the exhibition. The show 
was very well-attended and there were numerous people, more than fifty individuals, including a 
television camera and crew from a local news station. At the time I arrived, the television crew 
was interviewing the curator of the show, Sherko Abas. Later, the television crew would also 
interview Barham Salah, a high ranking member of the PUK party and Adnan Karim, a famous 
Kurdish singer. It was at that event that I was able to meet Mr. Karim and was invited to his own 
show of paintings held at the gallery at Amna Suraka. I spoke briefly about this show in Chapter 
Three as a comparative point to the show presented by the Concept Art Group.  Remembering 
this point, the Ako Ghareb/Adnan Karim show, took place within the well-maintained, spacious, 
well-lit exhibition hall and was well  
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Figure 5 The studio and audience members at the Clamor Project. Photo by author. 
 
attended by the media, elite members of the government, wealthy members of society, to include 
as well as higher ranking members of the art faculty at the University of Sulaimani.  
 
Figure 6 “The Dust of Learning” by Ismail K. Photo by the author.  
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The Dust of Learning by Ismail K. (Figure 6) – Entering the exhibition, my ears were 
immediately overwhelmed with a discordant symphony of noises from every part of the room 
demanding attention. It was quickly apparent why the show was called Clamor. Every piece in 
the show was designed to be both a visual and aural event. Despite the many individual sound 
events competing for attention, I was drawn to a disconcerting cacophony of shrill alarms and 
nagging buzzers towards the back wall of the exhibition. Bypassing the other pieces in the show, 
I found The Dust of Learning tucked into the far back corner of the studio. There, hung a large 
chalkboard with old style metal school bells attached directly to the chalkboard. The bells were 
the kind used to signal the opening and closing of the school day and the changing of classes. 
Each of the five bells, indicating five periods during the school day, each had slices cut away 
from them, making each bell look a little like a pie that had a piece cut from it. Between each 
bell hung a single light bulb suspended from varying lengths of electrical cord, that shown a 
bright yellow light when any of the school bells would go off. The overall effect of the piece was 
entirely visceral. Clearly, there was a well-ordered system that you were intended to engage 
with, however, you never quite knew when one of the very loud bell and light combinations was 
going to off, interrupting a thought. For myself, I found myself attempting to read the notes on 
the board, but was continuously interrupted by the bells and lights. I actually found myself 
becoming tense and frustrated by the distraction and unable to even finish reading a few words 
on the board. The artist mentioned, very pointedly, that the light bulbs used in the piece were the 
exact same kind of light bulbs that were used in the local prisons. This made me laugh a bit as I 
thought of my own sixth grade class, that I had been teaching only a few months, being pushed 
and pulled by their own set of school bells. Yes, indeed, school could be imagined as a prison for 
children. The Dust of Learning makes its’ audience consider that, as a social institution, the 
school aids in a cultural transfer of the rules, expectations and values of a society and functions 
to shape individuals within that society in a manner so that they can successfully interact with 
each other and within their society. At the same time, it must be remembered that schools are 
places that contain spaces where the skills, values, beliefs, knowledge, and modes of behavior 
pertaining to that society are shared or passed on, aiding in transmission of a culture (Bourdieu 
1977, Foucault 1980). But what sort of prison is a school, exactly? The work of Bourdieu and 
Foucault recognize “the School” as a dynamic location where different people within society 
come together with powerful actors, like the state, (place) and where power and knowledge are 
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produced and the status quo is reproduced (space). Saldana illustrates this point, “In this notion 
the teacher would be the representative of the State and the exerciser of the power of the State; 
the students would submit to their teacher’s will in a compliant and conforming manner. It would 
be easy for a teacher to observe deviant behavior, and take action to counteract it. It would also 
be easy for students to understand the expectation and conform or rebel against it” (Saldana 
2013: 231). This explanation shows the state-teacher-student relationship within the confines of 
the school in a similar and parallel relationship to that of the relationship between the state, the 
prison and the prisoner. In turn, The Dust of Learning asks its’ viewer-as-student, to deeply 
consider and to be critical of what other, perhaps hidden, lessons each of us has learned in school 
in addition to our subject lessons. 
The Drawing of Sound by Shameran (Figure 7) – Immediately opposite The Dust of 
Learning stood The Drawing of Sound. Unfortunately, the artist who produced this piece was not 
at the Clamor Project show and so I was unable to speak directly with the artist about their piece. 
Certainly, this challenge illustrates the trouble of continuing productive dialogue with 
consultants at a distance, once the researcher has left the field. At the same time, its presents an  
 
Figure 7 “The Drawing of Sound” by Shameran Fatah. Photo by the author. 
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important challenge to the research that must be addressed – context. Well, in this case, the 
absence of context from which to inform and interpretation. The absence of the artist who 
produced this piece is problematic for an authentic interpretation of the work since he was not 
available to be interviewed. In the section of this dissertation addressed to the conceptual 
framework, theoretical framework and methods utilized for this research, I talk about the lack of 
literature about art in Iraqi Kurdistan from which I might have built a framework for research 
and the same need to build a “foundation” of information to support the research to be done. I 
also talk about the importance of the historical and social context of the art work and that any 
piece of art is embedded in a larger system of interconnected processes and power relationships. 
That being said, much of the contextual information for individual pieces of art was derived 
through interviews with the artists themselves. As the viewer, or audience, my engagement with 
the piece is one of the three sites to be considered during a critical visual methodology (Rose 
2012). To some theorists, the site of an image’s audience might be considered to be the most 
important site at which an image’s meanings are made, renegotiated, or even rejected, by 
particular audiences watching in specific circumstances (Rose 2012 page 30 of 386 Kindle 
Edition) without much concern for the site of image’s production or artistic context. However, 
my research is not interested in artwork so much as it is interested in the work of artists. More 
importantly, I do not feel comfortable applying the perspective of a universal aesthetic to the 
appreciation and understanding of the artwork I have encountered during this research. Indeed, 
the very concept of an aesthetic, involving the comparison and discerning of visual events 
becomes problematic to a study that hopes to understand and interpret, not judge. Anthropologist 
Ivan Karp expressed the debate between universalistic and relativistic approaches to engaging a 
culture’s art, "I'm really torn between the arguments that are made for universal aesthetic criteria 
and the idea that we can only truly appreciate something from the point of view of the people for 
whom it was originally made- that aesthetics are 'culture-bound'" (Vogel 1991: 194). In this way, 
this research is aligning with a relativistic approach to aesthetics and understanding art. At the 
same time, in the underexplored field of Kurdish visual art, we have very, very little in the way 
of historical or ethnographic documentation of the art itself and no scholarly criticism of the art, 
from which to build an understanding. Applying a universal aesthetic to the appreciation and 
interpretation of the artwork I engaged with during this research would be insufficient to discuss 
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the work being done in an effective manner and work serve to diminish its significance. On the 
level documenting a marginalized culture, approaching the work of Kurdish artists in Iraq with 
the perspective that the art will have predictable content that is identifiable cross-culturally 
(Dutton 2002) would serve to lessen the sense of urgency and importance of work still to be done 
in this area.  
Considering the challenges presented by the absence of the artist’s voice in the 
interpretation of this piece, let’s take a limited look at the The Drawing of Sound (Figure 7). The 
work of art is an articulated sculpture beginning with a moveable metal wheel that is suspended 
by twine from the ceiling. A pair of heels, clearly taken from a pair of women’s high-heeled 
shoes are suspended by twine that has been threaded through the wheel. The entire apparatus is 
suspended over a hollow wooden box. Despite the lack of didactic panels (information panels or 
labels) to otherwise guide audience members, individuals seemed naturally drawn to pull on the 
strings. When pulled, the apparatus came to life, sending the high heels bouncing up and down, 
recreating the sound a woman’s high-heeled shoes might make as they walked across the floor. 
This sound, tock-tock-tock-tock, regularly produced smiles and chuckles from its viewers. 
Thinking back to how curator and exhibiting artist, Sherko Abas, described the exhibition as 
“The everyday noise that makes up our life” (S. Abas Personal Interview, November 12, 2016), I 
wondered how the sounds of women’s high-heeled shoes might make up part of someone’s life. 
More importantly, why would someone choose that particular sound to consider? It occurred to 
me at that point that, as a woman, the sound of high heels was something fairly mundane to me. 
For myself, it might signal an important event that I was getting dressed up for, but still I was left 
wondering why this particular sound might be interesting or significant to bring to bear on a 
piece of art. It occurred to me at that point that my reading of this piece was influenced through 
the lived experience of my own gender. Then I began wondering about the gender of the artist 
and imagined a heterosexual, male artist with the sound of tock-tock-tock-tock beating a steady 
rhythm in his mind, vexing him. Like the other viewers, I smiled and chuckled. The title of the 
piece The Drawing of Sound, leaves one to consider its meaning as well. Of course, to “Draw” 
refers to producing an image using a pencil or pen. Another definition, according to Webster’s 
dictionary, includes to pull or drag. Does the title of the piece, in and of itself, give the viewer 
directions on how to manipulate the sculpture to produce the reproduction of a real person 
walking in high-heeled shoes? Of course, I am certain that a conversation with the artist who 
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produced this work would have allowed for a more expansive and nuanced description 
interpretation. However, The Drawing of Sound does strongly suggest that the artist wants their 
audience to consider the notion of gender.  
When the Wild Instrument Sings by Sherko Abas together with The Vibration of the Skin 
by Khabat Abas (Figures 8 & 9) – These two pieces, produced by a brother (Sherko Abas) and 
sister (Khabat Abas) team, worked in tandem to produce a conceptual piece that invoked the 
memories of childhood. When the Wild Instrument Sings was an organ-like mechanism that was 
 
Figure 8 “When the Wild Instrument Sings” by Sherko Abas. Photo used with permission by the artist. 
 
made up of a system of bent pieces of broken off bicycle spokes, bent and arranged like keys on 
a keyboard. Underneath each one of these mousetrap-like pieces of bent bicycle spoke was a 
small bottle cap firework that fired each time one of the mousetrap-like “keys” was played.  At 
the top of the organ-like instrument, two bicycle wheels, one large and one small, were place 
horizontally so that each could be spun, like a roulette wheel and played for their sound with a 
thin stick. At the same time the artist was “playing” his instrument, his sister was playing what 
looked like a cello. The Vibration of the Skin, was an instrument made by the artists to resemble 
a small cello and the artist played it in the same manner, drawing a bow across the fret-less 
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strings. Interestingly, the frame was made of wood and the body was made of animal skin. The 
small cello-like instrument was made of similar materials and in similar fashion to the way that 
Kurds in Iraq make a flat, wide, frame-drum called the Def. The Def in Kurdish music is all-
important and is often the distinguishing feature in the instrumentation of Kurdish music.  Played 
simultaneously, When the Wild Instrument Sings together with The Vibration of the Skin 
produced a deep-throated, melodic, trance-like music interspersed with percussive pops, cracks 
and whirls. The electricity had only gone out a few moments before the artists began the 
presentation of their piece. Arranging two separate clip lights, each to the separate performing 
spaces, the artists performed in semi-darkness. The lack of electricity seemed to compliment the 
work, allowing one to give up watching the performance, close their eyes and listen to the music. 
Engaged in this manner, the deep-throated, melody of the cello-like instrument laid the 
background scenery for youthful memories of whirling bike tires, popping bottle cap fireworks 
and the snap, snap of make-shift toy noise makers held tense by tight rubber bands. When asked, 
most of the audience members I spoke to about this presentation, described the sounds created 
through the instruments as regular parts of childhood play. When the Wild Instrument Sings 
together with The Vibration of the Skin were designed to evoke childhood memories of growing 
up in the city of Sulaimani. At the same time, through further conversation, it became apparent 
that those same audience members seemed to be comparing the past of their memory with the  
 
Figure 9 The Vibration of the Skin by Khabat Abas. Photo courtesy of Sherko Abas. 
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current time. We have to wonder what other sound-memories or associations surfaced for those 
audience members. Were they happy associations or possibly difficult ones? Utilizing sound to 
elicit a memory or an association becomes a powerful visceral experience. In an instant, you can 
be transported to a particular time, place, experience or feeling – usually, all of these things and 
all at once. Perhaps it may be a hazy memory that requires more digging into, still those 
memories are often highly sensual in experience. Coming out of that experience can be a slower 
process that allows the mind to meander through related thoughts and feelings associated with 
that memory, eventually bringing the individual back to the present. When the Wild Instrument 
Sings together with The Vibration of the Skin, while clearly intended to make its audience 
consider the past, also seems to allow for its viewers to bring the world of their memories into 
the present. In this way, this artwork suggests the need to not only consider the past but also to 
reckon that past with the present.  
Utilizing the space and place of the Fine Arts Institute the artists of the Clamor Project 
and Tekist shows were able to create space for the questioning of cultural institutions like the 
school, notions of gender, history, memory and written language as a visual tool. Let’s now take 
a moment to look at the Tekist show presented at the Museum of Modern Art. 
Tekist and the Museum of Modern Art 
 
Figure 10 Promotional image for Tekist. Photo by author. 
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The Tekist show was an exhibition of conceptual art work by Halgurd Baram and Ranj 
Hikmat, both members of the Concept Art Group, that was focused on the relationship between 
the viewer and language presented as visual text. The two artists were interviewed on 
Artography, a local arts and culture show produced by KurdSat. A link to that interview is 
included in the references section of this chapter. In my own interview with the artists, both 
gentlemen expressed that the importance of the art presented was not simply for its visual appeal, 
but that the art was a tool to engage the audience, creating from within the audience member 
themselves, the opportunity for debate and for question. As Halgurd put it in his interview with 
Artography, “The art is the concept, the material is language” 
(http://kurdbin.net/ProgramDetail_391_53). The Tekist show garnered interest predominately from 
those in the art world as well as a smaller group of supporters linked specifically to individual 
artists presenting within the show. Those in attendance at the Tekist show along with the artists 
themselves, were representative of educated individuals I had seen at other show, particularly 
other artists, teachers and writers 
Having read about the Museum of Modern Art in Rebwar Saeed’s dissertation and having 
heard a great deal about it from members of the artistic community, I was excited to see the place 
that was intended to bring “the World to Kurdistan and to present Kurdistan to the World” in its 
most modern and progressive capacity. Carrying these expectations with me on my visit to the 
Tekist show, it was surprising to walk over mounds of rubble and broken glass, past garbage 
swept into piles in dark corners and in to the semi-lit building that was the Museum of Modern 
Art (See Figure 3). In conversation with the presenting artists, I was told that they themselves 
had cleared and prepared the space, to include running electricity through a multitude of 
electrical cords from the apartment building next door to the Museum. In short, the Museum of 
Modern Art was empty, except for the Tekist show, rundown and in a state of severe disrepair.  
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Figure 11 Untitled by Ranj Hikmat. Photo by the author. 
 
Untitled by Ranj Hikmat (Figure 11) - The artist described the idea for this piece and the 
idea for the show as a tension between two things that are brought face to face with each other. 
In that tension, there is the potential for something else to be created. We might imagine two 
friends, for example, sitting face to face, between them conversation and rapport are created. In 
this piece, the artist has built two large opposing walls. On the outside, a continuous stream of 
Kurdish text, written using the Latin alphabet, runs from the floor up the side of one wall. The 
text is the story of the building of the Modern Museum of Art, the ideas behind its creation, to 
include the problems with the construction and the corruption surrounding the project. These 
things left the building, uninhabited. Text also appears on the inside of the two opposing walls. 
To read it, you must physically engage the artwork and walk between the two narrowly spaced 
walls. Down the length of each wall, about two or three feet higher than a person’s line of sight, 
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the phrase, “If you are passing between these two walls, it is Art. If you are not passing between 
these two walls, it is still Art” (Abdullah, M. translation in personal interview, January 21, 2017) 
is written, again in Kurdish using the Latin alphabet. The whole effect forces you to look up to 
read the phrase. In doing so, the imposing walls seem to close in – the tension between these two 
objects becomes perceptible.  
 The significance of this work happens on a number of levels. The phrase “If you are 
passing between these two walls, it is Art. If you are not passing between these two walls, it is 
still Art” is, all at the same time, something of a joke and something of a challenge to the local 
arts establishment that built the Museum of Modern Art. As a conceptual art piece, this artist’s 
work stresses the thought process and the methods of production of the artwork over more 
traditional concerns about aesthetic, technical, or material concerns. At the same time it critiques 
formalism and the commodification of art. Said another way this piece boldly states that even if 
you do not like the work and do not think that it is art, it has engaged you in thought and it is, 
therefore, art. The bolder statement is that this conceptual piece was presented in the derelict 
Museum of Modern Art. It seems to shout, “Hey! I am art because I am in a Museum of Art”. 
The powerful irony here is that the Museum of Modern Art was not functioning, itself bringing 
attention to the impotence of the local arts establishment. 
 
Figure 12 “Untitled” by Halgurd Baram. Photo by the author. 
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“Untitled” by Halgurd Baram (Figure 12) – This piece, shown here as a still photo, was 
a video projected onto a large bare wall. Animated geometric and abstract forms connected and 
overlaid with Islamic motifs and bits of lacy calligraphy interact with one another as a series of 
whirring cogs and gizmos function to turn a great machine. A closer inspection of the 
interlinking designs on the right side of the image reveals the shape of an armored tank, its’ 
caterpillar track moving from right to left at a brisk pace. The tank appears again on the left side 
of the image, this time it appears to be moving directly forward, toward the viewer. On either 
side of the image text runs vertically, like credits after a film, in ornately decorated frames. On 
the right side the text is in English and on the left, in Arabic. Halgurd talks about his use of the 
written language in his art, “ I broadly use Kurdish, English, Arabic, and Islamic texts in my 
practice, so I find my artworks inevitably engaged with politics, because the form of these 
languages in themselves are political identities for the nations possessing them. As soon as they 
are used in art making for any purposes, political concepts intrude into it” (Baram, H. 2014: 7-8). 
Halgurd explains that he hopes to show his audience that political messages always reside in the 
form of text as part of a visual culture, a visual culture that is more often than not perceived of 
instead of conceptualized. Said another way, Halgurd shows that people are both aware of and 
understand these political messages through their senses, but brings into sharp question whether 
or not people are thinking critically about them. To demonstrate this point, we can consider the 
running texts boxes on either side of the image (Figure 12). Both boxes are presenting the exact 
same content, but in two different languages – English and Arabic. Simply taking in the visual 
spectacle without reading the words, each written language, its form and shape, visually, 
represents and reflects both the cultural and political influence of a nation. “This is because they 
know if there is a language, there is a culture, a nation too,” Halgurd explains, “So in looking, 
the viewers are puzzled, because they are not able to read it, but they realize if there is a 
language there must be an owner” (Baram, H. 2014: 7-8).  
4.4 Rethinking Spaces and Places: Building Capacity 
 
Remembering our earlier discussion of the Shank & Schirch Building Capacity approach, 
we are reminded that, as an approach towards creating a culture of Just Peace, building capacity 
requires people to know how to take responsibility for shaping their culture, to include being able 
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to effectively shape their society’s architecture, including institutions, policies and organizations 
that support its function (Shank & Schirch 2008; Schirch 2014 Location 603 of 974 Kindle 
Edition). Also in this approach, “Artists can use visual, literary, performance, and movement art 
as capacity-building mechanisms to build self-confidence, enable self-expression, and provide 
training in leadership, public speaking, and creative problem solving” (Shank & Schirch 2008). 
As a venues for art in the city of Sulaimani, The Fine Arts Institute and the Museum of Modern 
Art seem both a natural and inevitable place in which a group of artists might produce an 
exhibition of art. However, the work of the artists in the Clamor Project and the Tekist shows, 
particularly in locating these shows in these respective venues, forcing something of a 
confrontation with both the spaces and the places that are embodied and embedded in these 
venues, highlight the fact that each of these places is a social institution that assists in the 
transmission of culture and spaces where individuals are subject to the power relationships 
involved in the production of that culture and within those social institutions (Foucault 1977). In 
highlighting the nature of both the spaces (space refers to arrangements and interactions) and 
places (the lived and dynamic location) in action at these venues through the use of the physical 
place, the Concept Art Group has been able to also bring into question the nature of each 
institution, particularly as they reproduce the status quo and asks, “Why should these sets of 
values be the paradigm for the rest of us”? 
As The Dust of Learning (Clamor Project at the Fine Arts Institute – Figure 6) 
demonstrated, we may want to step back and consider the space (human interactions) of the Fine 
Arts Institute as an institution of social control. Through the work of Bourdieu and Foucault, we 
understand that within the place/space of a school, students, teachers and the state all meet and 
engage in the production of knowledge and power (Bourdieu 1977, Foucault 1980, Saldana 
2013). Remembering our earlier discussion and that the Fine Arts Institute was established as an 
alternative to schooling at the College of Arts in Baghdad that was both problematic and 
dangerous for Kurdish students. It is interesting then to consider the Fine Arts Institute today as 
an institution of social control that is now in the hands of a Kurdish “state” and reproducing a 
Kurdish status quo to include ideas about what fine art is (or is not), gender (The Drawing of 
Sound- Figure 7), histories and memories (When the Wild Instrument Sings and The Vibration of 
the Skin (Figures 8 & 9). Schirch remarks that, “Ideally, all forms of education provide all 
individuals with the values and skills needed to live peacefully with others. Education includes 
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informal socialization in the family, the media, and culture; formal schooling; and religious 
education. Each type of education has the potential to foster love and respect between people and 
can be a critical influence in building peace” (Schirch 2014: Kindle Locations 615-619. Kindle 
Edition). Indeed, this is an ideal state. The work of these artists are far more suspicious of this 
institution of education. Their work points to deep concerns about what sorts of messages are 
being transmitted through institutions like the Fine Arts Institute, from Kurdish leadership at elite 
levels of society. In terms of conflict analysis, this signals, on one hand, a deep distrust by 
Kurdish populations of Kurdish social, political and military elites. These contentions have 
already been seen to provoke conflict within Kurdish society. On the other hand, this also seems 
to signal a deep, self-conscious reflection about the ideas and traditions that form the very 
foundation of Kurdish society. In this way, we see the potential for change and the adaptation of 
elements of society to change in ways that are potentially more inclusive and that will be better 
able to serve greater numbers of people in more effective ways. This is critical. This aspect of 
deep reflection on the part of the people is a piece of life in Kurdistan that we cannot readily see 
through any other perspective. It is quite possibly the very linchpin to conflict there. 
Further, it would be reasonable to describe the assemblage of people in attendance at the 
Clamor Project show, predominately, as members of the larger art scene, including art teachers, 
students of the arts and the artists themselves. It would also be reasonable to say that all of the 
shows produced by the Concept Art Group as well as those other shows I attended during my 
time in Sulaimani were attended, predominately, by members of the larger art scene, sometimes 
also including the media, elite members of the government and wealthy members of society. If 
we compare the attendance at this show with the attendance at the Visible Body / InVisible Body 
show, we will see that Visible Body / InVisible Body was predominately attended by the artists 
themselves, art teachers and students of the arts. Attendance by famous singer, Adnan Karim and 
political elite, Baram Salah, the presence of the media and upper ranking university faculty at the 
Clamor Project show suggests that this show, or at least certain artists in the show, have friendly 
or possibly political or financial associations with certain political parties. The absence of these 
elite members of society at the Visible Body / InVisible Body, Tekist and Argue, Object & Place 
shows further suggest that. Perhaps, the Fine Arts Institute is an acceptable place where elite and 
non-elite spaces might overlap and possibly intermingle. One of the artists at the Visible Body / 
InVisible Body show quipped, “Can you imagine Ms. Hero down here?!” No, I smiled. I couldn’t 
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imagine the wife of former Iraqi President Jala Talabani down in the dark depths of Amna 
Suraka surrounded by the multitudes of security, news cameras, and members of her political 
party that seemed to constantly swarm around her. Certainly, though, I had seen her at the gallery 
at the National Museum at Amna Suraka surrounded by the same cast of elite characters. Which 
presents us with another question – what are the acceptable or perhaps, traditionally held places 
and spaces where elite, like Ms. Hero might interact with a group like the Concept Art Group? 
More importantly, what happens to an individual or group that cannot gain access to those 
places/spaces?  
In the Tekist show, the work of both artists demonstrates the capacity of the written word 
within the context of art to transcend itself and to become something else. Through their work, 
the artists further demonstrate that culture resides in the characteristic shape of the written word, 
reflecting peoples and cultures. At the same time, the work forces the audience to come face to 
face with the visual use of written language and in doing so, to more deeply consider how text is 
presented and to create questions from this engagement. Halgurd’s complex, multifaceted and 
fast-paced machine (Figure 13) suggests a rapacious, ever-awake system that continuously 
churns out propaganda. Competing text, on different sides of the image and in different 
languages, each underpinned by constantly moving tanks, lend tension and a sense of conflict yet 
to come. Ranj’s opposing walls with a simple text message inside the walls and a more complex 
message flowing up the outside of the walls, directly addresses the Museum of Modern Art itself, 
questioning the ideals and motivations of those who built the failed institution. This piece also 
seems to ask, “Why has this space been ignored”?  
It is an added bit of irony that in both the Fine Arts Institute and the Museum of Modern 
Art, the failure of electricity in the city played a significant part in each of the shows held at each 
respective venue. Every time the lights go out, one is reminded that you are living in a system 
that is failing to serve the needs of the majority of its people. Utilizing the Fine Arts Institute and 
the Museum of Modern Art, the artists of the Clamor Project and Tekist shows were able to 
create space for the questioning of cultural institutions like the school, notions of gender, history, 
memory and written language as a visual tool. These shows also question the meanings brought 
to the places/spaces of Fine Arts Institute and the Museum of Modern Art. Building capacity, in 
this case, will mean reflecting deeply on the ideas and institutions that form the society and being 
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critical of these institutions in a manner that provokes productive debate and long-term thinking. 
Through the application of the Shank & Schirch strategic arts-based peacebuilding approaches, 
used as theoretical models, we can see that first, these artists are waging conflict non-violently 
and are seeking to engage their society in a critical reflection and questioning of itself. Secondly, 
there is a clear recognition on the part of these artists that conflict can be a positive force in its 
potential for change and when it signals that there is a problem that needs to be addressed. 
However, the work also suggests that there is still deep work to be done in the transformation of 
relationships and social structures within Iraqi Kurdistan that will effectively support the 
people’s ability to address the needs and rights of all individuals within the society and to allow 
for the expression of conflict through democratic processes (Shank & Schirch 2008, Schirch 
2014). 
4.5 Conclusion 
  We began our discussion in Chapter Four by defining the physical, public places and 
spaces that are patterned by institutionalized inequalities, ideologies, behavioral scripts (Hasso & 
Salime 2016: 6) and that form the site for contestation through the artwork of the Concept Art 
Group. For this discussion, we employed both notions of space and place as they have been put 
forth by Frances Hasso and Zakia Salime in their work on the revolutions and uprisings of the 
Arab Spring. Space, then, refers to arrangements and interactions while place refers to “the lived 
and dynamic location where different people, social agents or powerful actors come together in 
unpredictable and even shifting ways” (Hasso & Salime 2016: 6). We defined both space and 
place so that we might consider the “spatial compositions” that our artists were working within 
and how the occupation of a space can allow for strategic constructions of meaning within that 
space (Thompson 2015, DeCerteau 1984). In this chapter, we also engaged with the “three sited” 
critical visual methodology (Rose 2012) the Shank & Schirch (2008) Building Capacity 
approach to consider the artwork presented at the Clamor Project and Tekist shows presented 
within the space of the Fine Arts Institute and the Museum of Modern Art. Through these 
applications, we have seen that the work of these artists is signaling that there are problems 
within Kurdish social institutions that need to be addressed and are seeking to engage their 
society in a critical reflection and questioning of itself so that there may be a transformation of 
relationships and social structures within Iraqi Kurdistan that will effectively support the 
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people’s ability to address the needs and rights of all individuals within the society and to allow 
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CHAPTER 5 – THERE IS NO KURDISH ART 
 
 
Figure 1 A volunteer at the archive in Sulaimani cleans and restores a text. Photo by the author.  
 
In Chapters Three and Four, I discussed the work produced by the Concept Art Group, 
and demonstrated how this group, through the messages in their artwork work and through the 
conscientious placement of their shows in important social institutions like the National Museum 
at Amna Suraka, the Fine Arts Institute and the Modern Museum of Art, are critical of and 
directly confront the social relationships, cultural beliefs, institutions and traditions that support 
and perpetuate cultural and structural violence within Kurdish society in Iraqi Kurdistan. While 
confronting the status quo, these artists are engaging in a deep self-reflection and questioning of 
those ideas, beliefs and relationships that form their own lived experiences. Over the course of 
this dissertation, I have referenced artist Shirwan’s comment that “There is no Kurdish Art” 
(Shirwan, personal communication, July 3, 2015), as something of a touchstone, however I have 
not, until this point, spent time to discuss it further and to take it apart. Much like the work of the 
Concept Art Group, Shirwan’s comment reveals a deep sense of reflection and a critical eye 
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turned on the production of art in Iraqi Kurdistan – its historical antecedents and relationships of 
power.  
While getting to know each other, Shirwan asked what my research was about. When I 
replied that I was there to learn about Kurdish art and interested in getting to know Kurdish 
artists, he laughed to himself and said, “There is no Kurdish Art” (Shirwan, personal 
communication, July 3, 2015). Truth be told, I was quite taken aback by his comment and unsure 
of whether or not he was being serious, making a joke, or if he was put off in some way and 
ready for our meeting to end. In Chapter 1, Transforming Relationships of Power, I shared that 
during my interviews conducted in the field, artist Shirwan stated that the plastic arts had come 
to Iraq from Europe, through the capital city, Baghdad, and eventually to the northern cities of 
Iraqi Kurdistan (Shirwan, personal communication, July 3, 2015). Camouflaged behind his initial 
pronouncement that, “There is no Kurdish art”, this valuable information about the flow of art 
from Europe, through Baghdad, to Kurdistan, was buried deep within several hours of 
conversation with the artist/teacher. Together with another local artist, Essa Omar, my translator, 
Kak Meriwan, and I met up with Shirwan and Essa at a local euro-style café called Cafe Yonza 
(Café 11). Café Yonza is a popular hang-out for local artists, university students and a young 
generation of secular, western-leaning Kurds, many of whom spoke English, if not one of the 
other major European languages. The electricity had gone out, as it did regularly every few hours 
in the city, leaving us all to get to know each other across the table in the stuffy, semi-darkness.  
To this point, most of the artists I had met were excited about my research and, 
admittedly, easier to engage. Shirwan’s wry comment stayed with me long after our first meeting 
and would continue to replay in my mind with each new artist I met and with each new piece of 
information I gathered. As I became more steeped in the history of Iraqi Kurdistan and as I began 
to piece together my own historical timeline of arts events, to include important artists in the art 
world of Kurdistan within Iraq, which was part of my preliminary field research, I became more 
aware of the complexity of Shirwan’s statement. Shirwan’s comment reflects the lived 
experiences of a complex colonial and post-colonial relationship; efforts on the part of Kurdish 
individuals to excavate Kurdish histories and a critical self-reflection of a people attempting to 
craft indigenous solutions to social and political challenges.  
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First, Shirwan’s comment demonstrates a modern memory of a complex colonial 
relationship that situates Kurdish artists in Iraqi Kurdistan, within the State of Iraq and within a 
larger world system at play. It also demonstrates the complex contemporary relationship between 
Baghdad and Erbil and the relational context of Kurdistan within the Iraqi Federation. Kurdish 
art as it expresses, negotiates and even creates Kurdish forms of group identity is located within 
a unique set of historical events that have produced a historically particular expression of that art 
that now operates in a contemporary setting. That contemporary setting continues to include 
Europe and Baghdad as important centers of cultural, economic and political power that have 
heavy influences on contemporary Iraqi Kurdistan.  
Secondly, the comment demonstrates the endeavors of scholars, artists, politicians and 
others who have worked to uncover Kurdish histories, cultures and other forms of knowledge as 
well as the contributions of Kurdish peoples to the states within which they have lived. At the 
very least, these contributions have been marginalized in the historical documents of these states, 
but in many more cases, they have been erased or omitted altogether (Bahoora 2015, Benjamen 
2015, Brenneman 2007). Kurdish historian Mehrdad Izady, is optimistic about the task of 
excavating Kurdish histories, “It is simply the lack of research not research material that lies at 
the root of the current undeveloped state of Kurdish historiography” 
(http://www.kurdistanica.com/?q=node/76). Izady’s tone reflects an optimism in a historical 
moment in time where scholarship about the Kurds has been allowed to flourish in Iraqi 
Kurdistan, but also in Europe and the United States, from within diasporic Kurdish communities 
and through the work of non-Kurdish academics. During my fieldwork between 2016 and 2017, 
and in addition to working directly with visual and conceptual artists, I conducted numerous 
unstructured interviews with musicians, writers and actors. Many of the relationships with the 
musicians, writers and actors came from previous time spent in the field in 2013 and 2015 and 
while they do not make up the focus of this dissertation research, continued conversations with 
artists across the various genres helped me to think carefully about the ideas presented. During 
conversations with artists across all of these genres, their thoughts on writing Kurdish histories 
reflected those of Izady, though they were a bit more pessimistic about the endeavor. They 
regularly lamented that more had not been written about Kurdish history and acknowledged that 
writing those histories was important for the Kurds, as a people and to the future of an 
independent Kurdistan. These artists regularly agreed that Kurdish histories resided within the 
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histories of the states in which they lived but that those governments did not acknowledge 
Kurdish individuals as being Kurdish. Interestingly, only a few, like local historian and television 
personality, Aso Swara, pointed to the heavily oral nature of Kurdish traditional culture as a site 
for excavation of Kurdish histories. In this way, this reflects Izady’s notion that, that the history 
is there, but that there must be active work to find those histories. 
Lastly, Shirwan’s comment, while reflecting on Kurdish legacies within Iraq, also 
interrogates the contemporary products of this combined heritage and questions what, in all of 
this, is essentially Kurdish and what pieces of this historical legacy will be brought forward into 
the future of Kurdistan. It is this last aspect of Shirwan’s enigmatic statement, the reflection on 
what it means to be Kurdish and what it means to find Kurdish solutions to Kurdish problems, 
that I will bring into this, the last chapter of this volume. In this way, I will bring together the 
separate but interrelated findings of the four previous chapters into a united thesis. By examining 
the work of artists, particularly the work of the Concept Art Group, and the process of making 
art, in Iraqi Kurdistan, we have been able to see that (Chapter 1) relationships of power are 
shifting. Shifting patron-client relationships have created moments of conflict, as demonstrated 
in through the examples of the Slemani International Film Festival and the Museum of Modern 
Art. However, these conflicts signal the opportunity for change. I am not suggesting that these 
millennias-old economic, political and cultural relationships would be abandoned for some other 
political form, but simply that there is ample evidence to suggest that, in this moment in time, 
they are situated to change and adapt. To change and adapt, and into what new form these 
relationships might develop, remains to be seen. 
Our examination of the Kurdish nationalist narrative (Chapter 2) revealed a narrative that 
includes Kurdish rights to cultural identity and homeland as they are equated with human rights, 
recognition of the Kurds as special victims and recognition of national rights such as the right to 
a nation-state. Utilizing an investigation of the National Museum at Amna Suraka, we have 
found that production of culture, like that being conducted at Amna Suraka, is an important tool 
being used to constitute the Kurds as a nation and nation-state and to demarcate the boundaries 
of a Kurdish national identity. Culture then, is being employed to produce the Kurds as a nation 
for local and regional publics, but also for non-Kurds outside of Iraqi Kurdistan and for 
transnational Kurdish publics, but also for the legitimatization of  claims for autonomy and 
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power sharing on a national level and for international guarantees of Kurdish rights (Mlodoch 
2012 Kindle Edition: 218-219).  
Through an examination of the Visible Body / InVisible Body show presented in the 
basement at Amna Suraka (Chapter 3), I have also demonstrated that there is the potential for 
multiple, interpretations of the Kurdish nation. More specifically, that see the singular identifier 
of “Kurdish”, as a national identity espoused by the Kurdish nationalist narrative, conflates and 
ignores contentious intragroup differences in class, gender and language to also include regional 
and political differences. These interpretations of what is and who is the Kurdish nation, depend 
heavily upon the audiences and publics that must engage with that narrative. Dialogue with the 
dominant nationalist narrative includes subaltern topics of social and political importance that are 
often obscured because of the predominance of the nationalist narrative and the subject of 
Kurdish independence in mainstream, public discourse and across the political landscape of Iraqi 
Kurdistan today.  
Despite the predominance of the nationalist narrative,  we have been able to see how the 
efforts of engaged artists, at the level of the individual and the group, are actively working to 
create safe space for more inclusive discussion and to increase broader public awareness of 
social injustice that is embedded in within the cultural and structural systems of Kurdish society, 
that the powerful social order may attempt to ignore or marginalize in an otherwise elite-
dominated, political landscape that privileges a nationalist narrative that structures discourse in 
binaries of “for an independent Kurdistan” and “against an independent Kurdistan”  . In fact, the 
work of these artists has revealed deep concerns within Kurdish society, like ineffective 
governance, the political and economic dominance of a few powerful families, the subordination 
of established laws to the arbitrary exercise of power and those cultural and social beliefs and 
traditions that support such behaviors, that, in turn, hinder true nation-building and signals that 
there are deep problems within Kurdish social institutions that need to be addressed (Chapter 4).  
In addition to highlighting these problems, the work of these artists reveals a segment of 
educated, urban, middle and upper-middle class society, with ties outside of Kurdistan, 
specifically to Europe, that is deep within in a critical reflection of itself and questioning how 
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they might transform their society and their leadership in ways that effectively support the 
people’s ability to address the needs and rights of all individuals within the society, allowing for 
the expression of conflict through more inclusive, democratic processes (Shank & Schirch 2008, 
Schirch 2014). In Chapter 5, There is No Kurdish Art, we will consider the past, present and the 
future. We will look to the past and the challenges faced when attempting to unearth Kurdish 
histories. We will then consider the present efforts of Kurdish artist-scholars to give description 
and definition to Kurdish art. Finally, we will consider what these reflections might mean for 
indigenous Kurdish solutions to Kurdish social problems and the future of an independent 
Kurdistan. 
5.1 Finding Kurdish Histories 
 
The work of John Paul Lederach has demonstrated that a people’s "lived histories" 
encompass the lived experiences that create and reinforce the stories of their collective lives and 
shared memories. Relationships between individuals and nations, then, arise in a historical 
context (Lederach 2005 & Maiese 2016). When engaging in analysis of conflict, one must 
understand the multiplex conflict within a unique set of historical events that have produced 
particular expressions within a particular historical moment in time (Boas 1966). As I have stated 
 
Figure 2 The author at the archive in Sulaimani, Iraqi Kurdistan. Photo by Meriwan Abdullah. 
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in my earlier discussion of the use of historical particularism within this work (see Theoretical 
Framework & Research Methods), the complex contemporary context of Kurdistan within the 
Iraqi Federation, then, must be understood as a dynamic process of social, cultural, political and 
economic relationships that have been deeply impacted by protracted conflict in the region, while 
at the same time, negotiating an uncertain future of self-determination within Iraq and the Middle 
East. Clearly, those engaged in conflict transformation must be able to learn from history. As 
George Santayana has been credited with saying, “Those who do not learn history are doomed 
to repeat it”. The quote, in its original form read, “Those who cannot remember the past are 
condemned to repeat it” (https://goo.gl/E9DpQI ). However, as Winston Churchill observed, 
“History is written by the victors” (https://goo.gl/urvQvQ ). The politics of memory, as 
Santayana has also explained, involves a continuous reworking of the past “according to one’s 
interests in the present” (Hinton & O’Neill 2009: Kindle Locations 373-374). 
What happens to those marginalized peoples, like the Kurds who histories have been effaced? 
Where do they ground their understanding of the present and how are they able to make 
informed decisions and design effective future undertakings? Or are they simply “condemned to 
repeat it”?  
Anthropologist Robert Brenneman has noted that Kurds realize that they are an ancient 
people with long ties to their homelands and sense that tracing their origins back to antiquity is 
important. However, they possess little historical information about their beginnings and few 
have been able to do this kind of research in an academic setting (Brenneman 2007:17). Lokam 
Meho, professor at the School of Information Science and Policy of the State University of New 
York at Albany, adds that the ban on the use of the Kurdish language in most parts of Kurdistan, 
to include Iraq, Iran, Turkey and Syria, has not only impacted levels of literacy among Kurds but 
also has impacted levels of education, social integration and published literary works (Meho 
1997: n.p.). Though the laws surrounding the use of the Kurdish language in these areas have 
relaxed and although, historically, Iraqi Kurdistan has been significantly better than in other 
areas, suppression of the language has further impacted the writing and actualization of Kurdish 
histories on the part of native scholars in the region. 
Historian David McDowall, praised for his work A Modern History of the Kurds (2014) , 
considered to be one the most complete works on the topic, has noted the challenges to writing a 
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history of the Kurds, including the differences in language and culture amongst Kurdish groups 
and the dispersment of people in historically Kurdish territories across several countries. 
Scholars Mona Damluji and Alda Benjamin have further problematized the writing of minority 
histories in Iraq such as the Kurds. Loss of historical sources together with the devastating toll of 
decades of dictatorship, sanctions, occupation and war has negatively influenced critical studies 
of Iraq and those of Iraq’s minorities like the Kurds (Damluji 2015). In histories of Iraq, 
minorities are often only mentioned in passing, where accounts take an “ahistorical” view of 
issues or events involving them. Such accounts succeed in further marginalizing Iraq’s minorities 
by relegating them to the shadows of history and reduce our perspective to a shallow and often 
lop-sided view (Damluji 2015, Benjamen 2015). One problem in liberating Kurdish histories, 
according to historian Mehrdad Izady, is in how those Kurdish individuals are identified within 
the writing of histories. Applying contemporary sociopolitical connotations or identifiers such as 
those labels marking ethnicity, religion, or citizenship are problematic as they have changed 
significantly over time. For example, Sheyholislami (2011), notes that, “Following the fall of the 
Median Empire, the areas inhibited by the Kurds made up parts of many other empires and 
powers ruling over the region, such as the Achaemenid (sixth to fourth centuries, B.C.) and 
Sassanian (third to seventh centuries, A.D.) empires, Arab Caliphate (seventh to thirteenth 
centuries, A.D.), and the Mongols (thirteenth to sixteenth centuries, A.D.)” (Sheyholislami 2011: 
49. Kindle Edition). Sheyholislami (2011) and McDowell (2014) note the division of Kurdish 
principalities of the seventeenth century between the Ottoman and Safavid empires. Later, after 
the Treaty of Sévres (1920) Kurdish areas fell into the hands of European powers and the 
Ottoman part of Kurdistan was divided between four countries (the new Republic of Turkey, Iraq 
and Syria, and the Soviet Union) (Sheyholislami 2011: 51. Kindle Edition). Over time, Kurdish 
peoples have been divided and dominated by different cultures and social and political systems. 
It is an immense task more suited to a state-sponsored apparatus than the undertaking of 
an individual or single group (Izady 2009). Despite Izady’s earlier optimism about the abundance 
of Kurdish historical matter, he points out another challenge for researching and writing the 
history of the “stateless” Kurd that is worth quoting here in full: 
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“By the advent of "nation-statism" in the 19th-century Europe-a 
notion fully dedicated to the altar of language based ethnicity-
ethnic histories began to be written to bolster the legitimacy of the 
linguistically demarcated nation-states. They became the sine quo 
non among the priorities of the new ' national ' governments both 
to legitimize their ethnic authenticity and legalize their claim to the 
territory they called their ethnic home. Old general histories were 
combed for information on a specific ethno-linguistic group, and 
what was missing was filled in by interpolation, extrapolation or 
simple fabrication…Lacking the power of state apparatus and 
funding, or from an organized non-governmental philanthropic 
class, the "ethnic" history of the stateless Kurd is yet to be 
compiled from the mass of disparate sources. The world is no 
longer satisfied with the account of general, collective 
achievements of peoples. It desires and values the specificity of 
compartmentalized history and the division of human achievements 
among its contributors: those who cannot delineate their specific 
share, are declared historically marginal, their culture primitive, 
and even their claim to their homeland tenuous” (Izady 2009:n.p. 
https://goo.gl/w5EGvr ) 
 
Izady’s observation laments the plight of the “disparate” and “stateless” minority to claim both 
distinction and legitimacy within conceptions of the state and nation within the Westphalian state 
system that conjoins the political entity of a state to the cultural entity of a nation. Of course, 
today, these conceptions of state, nation, common national culture and state sovereignty that 
have been considered important constituent parts of a state have come under a great deal of 
scrutiny, though they continue to prevail (https://goo.gl/w5EGvr ). Gunter attests to this 
condition in that, “In today’s world of sovereign nations, there is not much tolerance for people 
without one, even when the population in question is more than that of many countries” (Gunter 
2011: ix). Kurdish history, according to scholars like Izady, “Must be written first by the Kurds' 
own historians, if they hope to ever gain parity with their neighbors on historiographical 
grounds” (Izady 2009 http://www.kurdistanica.com/?q=node/76 ). Izady’s sentiment runs current 
with those of local historian, actor and television personality, Aso Swara, who hosts the 
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Figure 3 “Wena Kani Dwene” (The Photos of Yesterday) with host, Aso Swara. Photo used with permission from Aso 
Swara. 
 
television show, “Wena Kani Dwene” (The Photos of Yesterday). In this breakthrough show, 
Swara interviews local people living in Sulaimani, sharing the oral histories of the families living 
there. Swara is a local scholar who spends considerable amounts of time researching each of his 
guests, bringing old photos, documents and other artifacts into his interviews. His work 
demonstrates the very idea that Kurds themselves must strive to uncover their own “lost” culture 
and history (Aso, personal communication, September 2016). American literary critic and 
Marxist political theorist, Fredric Jameson, is famously quoted as saying, “In the third-world 
situation, the intellectual is always, in one way or another, a political intellectual” (Szeman 
2003:n.p.). On one hand, Jameson’s quote demonstrates that “the intellectual” in this case can be 
viewed as a subaltern scholar who stands outside the hegemonic power structure and who 
describes a history as "told from below" (Gramsci 1971). In this case, native scholars like Izady, 
Meho or Swara, resist colonial and postcolonial institutions of power and legacies that denied the 
means by which people would be able to have a voice in their society. However, as I have 
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demonstrated in Chapter 2, Constituting Histories Through Art, we must be aware of and 
consider the deep-level construction of nation and nation-state being conducted at the level of 
culture, through cultural products like the National Museum at Amna Suraka and the telling of a 
particular national history there. This perspective exposes that there are, potentially, multiple 
possible interpretations of the Kurds as a nation and that interpretation depends heavily upon the 
audiences and publics that must engage with that narrative. At the same time, returning to the 
Chapter 1, Transforming Relationships of Power, we also know that the work of artists and 
scholars alike are subject to the need for patronage and , in turn, subject to the tastes and interests 
of those patrons. In the case of the National Museum at Amna Suraka, we know that it is 
patronized by Hero Ibrahim, widow of Jalal Talabani, former president of Iraq, both of whom are 
powerful elite members of the PUK (Patriotic Union of Kurdistan). In the case of “Wena Kani 
Dwene” (The Photos of Yesterday), this show appears on KurdSat which is based in Sulaimani 
and owned by the PUK. Suggesting that the shows presented and the topics addressed there 
would be influenced if not entirely dominated by the interests of that party, its ruling elite and its 
view of the Kurdish nation. The search for Kurdish histories, then, intended or unintended, is the 
potential handmaiden to nationalism and the imagining of the Kurdish nation-state (Anderson 
1983). In the imagining of a nation certain histories may be privileged and serve to constitute the 
idea of what the Kurdish “nation” is, potentially, leading to the whitewashing of deep social, 
economic and political concerns and to the marginalization of those voices that make seek to 
contest those histories. In addition, Jameson points out that, “Many arguments can be made for 
the importance and interest of non-canonical forms of literature such as that of the third world, 
but one is peculiarly self-defeating because it borrows the weapons of the adversary: the strategy 
of trying to prove that these texts are as “great” as those of the canon itself” (Jameson n.d.: n.p. 
https://goo.gl/ngfB2U ). McDowall contends that, “Any modern history of the Kurds must 
examine two inter-related questions. The first is the struggle between the Kurdish people and the 
governments to which they are subject for the control of the lands they inhabit…The second 
question concerns the struggle of the Kurds to move from being merely a people who happen to 
have the attributes commonly described as ‘Kurdish’ to being a coherent community with the 
essential characteristics of nationhood” (McDowall 2014: 1). Again, I reiterate the words of 
Haytham Bahoora as he enjoins us to take up the challenge of writing about Kurdish social 
histories and to search for the hidden, while finding new ways of reading and understanding the 
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nuances of the current cultural world of the Kurds (Bahoora 2015:250). Unfortunately, the visual 
arts of the Kurds and more generally in Iraq are a historiographical blind spot. That is to say that 
the Kurdish people and their cultural products often are omitted from historical and socio-
cultural accounts of Iraq. Over the course of this dissertation, I have demonstrated the uniqueness 
and effectiveness of utilizing the work of Kurdish artists as an interesting and enlightening 
intersection for social critique. As with the search for Kurdish histories, we can see a similar 
struggle within the visual arts in Kurdistan to acknowledge the work of predecessors and to 
document the work of artists currently working; to search for a common history, commonalities 
in style and ideology, to also include histories about early organizations of artists.    
5.2 Finding Kurdish Art 
 
 
Figure 4 Artist Ismail Khayat talks with Professor Edith Szanto. Photo by author. 
In the opening pages of Bakhtyar Saeed’s Visions of the Kurdish Plastic Art, Saeed first 
explains that: 
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“The lack of information about the main cities in southern 
Kurdistan is one of the shortcomings that require fieldwork, in 
order to collect information about the plastic art in the major 
cities, like Kirkuk, Suleimaniyah, Duhok, and Erbil. In addition to 
the historic necessity of the existence of such information, they 
also provide a strong incentive for students, researchers, as well 
as graduate students in this field. As a journalist, I have taken 
this task on my shoulders, and did whatever I could in this 
respect. I have made field visits to the cities, and held direct 
conversations and interviews with their famous and experienced 
artists. This can be considered as a starting effort made by a 
journalist, in hope that more proper and academic works would 
follow.” (Saeed 2013: 7) 
 
Saeed goes on to explain that in this book project he sought to, “Write down the history 
and the characteristics of plastic art in Kurdistan cities, and to shed a light on its development 
stages in each city” (Saeed 2013: 10). Saeed’s project is an excellent example of the great 
undertaking currently taking place in the visual arts, an undertaking that runs parallel to a similar 
endeavor within the discipline of history, to search for and to pull-together the disparate or lost 
pieces of Kurdish culture. Indeed, it is a trend that has been happening since 1991 with the 
establishment of the Autonomous Kurdish Region and the Kurdish Regional Government. As Dr. 
Rebwar Saeed Rashed was quoted in Chapter 4 when talking about the mood of the 1990s and 
early 2000s, “Despite all the difficulties, artistic life and education have developed, and this 
renewal has brought with it a desire for venues adapted to these activities, place that match the 
aspirations of the people to form part of the modern world and develop real exchanges with other 
cultures” (Rashed 2012: 105).” Saeed, himself, a journalist, conducted interviews with artists in 
the major cities in Kurdistan, starting with Kirkuk and including the cities of Duhok, Sulaimani 
and Erbil (Hawler). In each city, Saeed brought together those “famous and experienced artists” 
and, in each city, asked a similar set of questions like, “How can we determine the artistic age of 
this city, and who were the pioneer artists of the city? When the academy was first opened in 
Baghdad, art students went there from all over the country. Who was the first student went to 
there from Kirkuk? What are the characteristics of the plastic art in Suleimaniyah? Can we say 
that this city has a specific style of its own? What are the styles mostly used by the earlier artists, 
have they become pioneer styles here more than the other world styles? Who are the artists that 
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established the first art group in Hawlere, and what was the name of that group?” (Saeed 
2013:33, 13, 58, 61, 86). 
Bakhtyar Saeed’s Visions of the Kurdish Plastic Art, par exemplar of the trend in the 
visual arts to search for and to pull-together the disparate or lost pieces of Kurdish artist culture, 
illustrates some interesting characteristics of these explorations in the arts and, similar work 
being done in history, that are worth noting. These include the focus on the cities of Kurdistan, a 
focus on older male artists within those cities and the privileging of attitudes, beliefs and 
opinions of an academic class. Saeed does not pretend to attempt to cover all ground in Visions 
of the Kurdish Plastic Art and certainly, the ground that he does cover is immense and the work 
is praiseworthy. From the stand point of a critical analysis of Saeed’s work, it is interesting to 
note that Saeed, the author/journalist himself, is brother to Dr. Rebwar Saeed Rashed, author of 
Out of Kurdish Soil: The Artwork of Rebwar Rashed and the Museum of Modern Art, Sulaimani, 
originator of the Modern Museum of Art in Sulaimani and the current Dean of the College of 
Fine Arts at the University of Sulaimani. Saeed’s inquiry begin in the cities of Kurdistan with no 
mention of smaller towns or villages outside of those urban realms. In one artist interview in the 
field, artist Essa Omar commented that, “The villages don’t have art. The cities have art” (Omar, 
Essa, personal communication, July 4, 2015). Essa went on to explain that the smaller towns and 
villages did not have formal schools though which an artist might be trained and disciplined. 
Further, those in the villages made crafts like rugs, pottery or other handmade items, they didn’t 
make art. Essa’s comments point out the opportunities provided in the cities that are not 
necessarily found in the countryside, villages and smaller towns. It is in the cities where we find 
formal schools of art like the Fine Arts Institute in Sulaimani (Chapter 4) demonstrating that it is 
also in the cities where we find the center of resources provided by the government, political and 
economic elites and the presence of a class of people who might study art as a formal discipline 
and pursue it, exclusively, as a profession. It cannot be ignored that Essa’s comments also come 
with an amount of disdain for non-urban areas and the classification of cultural products made 
there as not being art. 
In other work, the interviews that appear in Bakhtyar Saeed’s work demonstrate an 
exclusive use of male artists for his focus group interviews. This piece of evidence suggests that 
older, urban, male artists represent a significant presence in the formalized, academic art world 
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in Iraqi Kurdistan, one that also reflects the character of the arts establishment there. This echoes 
findings from my own preliminary analysis of the 2014 and 2015 Zamwa Gallery guides. The 
Zamwa Gallery, former home of author and politician, Ibrahim Ahmed, father to Hero Ibrahim, 
widow of Jalal Talabani, former president of Iraq, is an important gallery in the Sulaimani area.  
I have mentioned the patronage of Hero Ibrahim and the PUK in a number of other places 
in this dissertation. Here, the conversion of Hero’s childhood home into the Zamwa Gallery 
demonstrates the importance and the reach of powerful patrons within the art world. It also 
demonstrates the use of culture and the production of culture on the part of the PUK as a political 
party and suggests an active manipulation of the stuff of culture to craft power and their place 
within Iraqi Kurdistan. It is no coincidence that the gallery name, “Zamwa”, is what the region of 
Sulaimani was known as prior to the founding of the city in 1784. It is a reference that ties the 
space and its patrons, not only to the city and the land, but to the old history of the city. 
Analysis of the Zamwa Gallery guides showed that, of the 128 pieces of artwork 
presented in the 2015 Zamwa Gallery Guide, only twenty-two of the artists represented there are 
female. The remaining 106 artists are male. Interestingly, the female artists represent a younger 
age grouping, all coming from the 21-40 age category. At the same time, there are just a few 
male artists in the 21-40 age grouping while most of the male artists represented fall into the 41-
60 category, with a very small few in the 61+ category. All of the artists exhibiting at the Zamwa 
Gallery, both male and female, come from large cities in Iraqi Kurdistan with the clear majority 
coming from Sulaimani, where the Zamwa Gallery is located. It should also be noted that a 
number of well-known male artists exhibiting at the Zamwa Gallery include those who are 
notable members of the academy art scene, including museum curator, Ako Ghareeb who heads 
the important Amna Suraka museum in Sulaimani. It is not coincidence that the most notable 
members of the academy art scene are aligned with this venue and this venue’s powerful patrons, 
further demonstrating alignment of the production of art and culture with political and economic 
power.  
Returning to Bakhtyar Saeed’s work, apart from telling his readers that he chose to do, 
”Interviews with their famous and experienced artists” (Saeed 2013: 7), Saeed does not go any 
further in explaining his choice of candidates for these interviews. Throughout the work, we can 
easily see a preference for older, urban, male interlocutors. We can also see that the arts 
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academy, and formally trained artists, from the major cities have been situated in a place of 
importance. Saeed asks, “When the academy was first opened in Baghdad, art students went 
there from all over the country. Who was the first student went to there?” (Saeed 2013:13). The 
choice of interlocutors and the addition of this question suggest a bias towards the academy and 
academy trained artists. It is also interesting that Saeed asks about those who went to study at the 
academy in Baghdad. Perhaps Saeed asks because of the older median age of the group, or 
perhaps because Saeed was attempting to trace a progression of Kurdish artists from a particular 
origin. This point is unknown. However, from our last chapter, we know that before the 
establishment of the Fine Arts Institute in Sulaimani in 1980, to include other institutions that 
were opened later like the College of Arts in the University of Sulaimani, students had to go to 
Baghdad to study art. We also know that there were linguistic, cultural, social and political 
problems associated with going to Baghdad for an arts education during the 1970s-1980s, at the 
time these artists would have been studying and at the time of the founding of the Fine Arts 
Institute. This suggests that those artists who did study in Baghdad, those who were able to 
successfully complete their studies as well those who began a course of study but were unable to 
attain their degree in Baghdad, are a select group within those artists who are formally trained. 
Further, Saeed asks about studying in Baghdad, despite the importance of the Fine Arts Institute 
in Sulaimani as both a space (arrangements and interactions between humans) and a place (lived 
and dynamic location where different people, social agents or powerful actors come together) 
that served to redirect cultural power in Iraq, away from Baghdad as the historic center of the 
formalized, academy of art, to the Kurdish north in Sulaimani and despite that fact he interviews 
some of the very artists who were part of the establishment of the Fine Arts Institute. In what 
seems to be a bona fide effort to, “collect information about the plastic art in the major cities” 
because of, “the historic necessity of the existence of such information” (Saeed 2013:13), it is 
notable that Saeed manages to overlook the establishment of the Fine Arts Institute in Sulaimani, 
an event that allowed for Kurdish artists to have an arts education, in their native language and 
with a focus directed by Kurdish interests. While there may be a number of mundane reasons the 
Fine Arts Institute was omitted from Saeed’s conversations with these artists, for this author, it 
suggests the importance of Baghdad as a cultural and political center, at least for Kurdish artists 
operating at certain levels of that society and potentially, the political leanings of the author, 
Saeed.   
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Similarly, as I discussed earlier in this chapter in our discussion of native scholars who 
are writing Kurdish histories, native artist-scholars can, on one hand, be seen to resist colonial 
and postcolonial institutions of power and legacies that have denied the means by which Kurdish 
artists would be able to have a voice in their society. However, we must also be aware of and 
critical of the deep-level construction of nation and nation-state being conducted at the level of 
culture, through cultural products like art. The process of identification of symbols within 
Kurdish art is not all that simple and it requires extensive knowledge of the culture and its 
processes of image-making to “read” the message of any given piece of art (D’Alleva 2012: 19).  
As a comparative point, we can consider the images presented at the Zamwa Gallery during the 
time of my fieldwork and found within the 2014 and 2015 gallery guides. Broadly, there seemed 
to be two big trends in painting and sculpture, these trends tended towards the representation of 
everyday subjects and situations in contemporary settings and a trend towards abstraction. 
Within the representation of the “everyday”, a consideration of these works show that human 
figures and images of the land feature prominently in a majority of the works. Artists seem to be 
drawn to dramatic use of color in a style reminiscent of European expressionism showing both 
male and female figures, often in traditional clothing, set within the Kurdish landscape. Human 
subjects and features of the landscape are also shown alone and as the dominant subject. Within 
the pieces that are more abstract in representation, artists favor use of strong colors, shapes and 
form to create a composition. The overarching themes of the work presented at the Zamwa is the 
land, the people of Kurdistan and their traditions. By extension, it seems reasonable to suggest 
that the patrons of the Zamwa are connecting themselves to the land and to an idealized imaging 
of the Kurdish nation through culture and tradition.  
Further, criticism must also extend to an examination of how art is being defined and 
what is considered art, as well as how an artist is defined and who is considered to be an artist. 
Who gets to define art and whose voices are being left out of that conversation? In asking that 
question, let’s take a moment to return to our discussion about the National Museum at Amna 
Suraka and the Visible Body / InVisible Body, held in Chapters Two and Three to see how we 
might answer that question.  
As a reminder of our earlier discussion, “Amna Suraka” (Red Security or Red Prison) 
was designed as a detention center and was headquarters to Ba’ath party security officers and the 
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northern division of the Mukhabarat, Iraq’s secret intelligence agency. However today, the 
National Museum at Amna Suraka, stands as a testament to the success of the Kurdish uprising 
in 1991 and as a memorial to the suffering of the Kurdish people under the Anfal campaign. It 
cannot be understated that Amna Suraka serves as an important institution that aids in the 
maintenance of a Kurdish national narrative that includes Kurdish rights to cultural identity and 
homeland as they are equated with human rights. At the same time that Visible Body / InVisible 
Body was presented, in late November 2016, an exhibition of landscape paintings by the Director 
of the Amna Suraka museum, Ako Ghareb and famous Kurdish singer, Adnan Karim, was being 
installed in the exhibition hall. In Chapter 3 I referred to this show the Ako Ghareb/Adnan Karim 
show and compared some points of these shows, demonstrating the importance of the context 
and the agency of the art work being presented.  
At this point in my research which considers art and the work of artists in Kurdistan, as those 
things demonstrate how Iraqi Kurdish artists are contesting notions of tradition and history I 
return to the comparison between the Visible Body / InVisible Body and Ako Ghareb/Adnan 
Karim shows. In the previous four chapters of this work, I have demonstrated that: 1) 
nationalism and the nationalist narrative dominate the political landscape, yet in this moment in 
time in Iraqi Kurdistan 2) long-standing socio-cultural and political relationships of power are 
shifting, potentially creating opportunities for change. Despite the predominance of Kurdish 
nationalism and efforts to become independent, 3) the work of Kurdish artist has shown that 
there are other pressing social concerns within Kurdish society like the marginalization of 
Kurdish histories; internalized, coercive methods of social control and the deep political 
divisions between Kurdish groups, that are being obscured and potentially neglected by the 
endeavor for independence from Iraq and the nationalist narrative. The work of these artists is 4) 
signaling that these problems may be products of deeper conflicts within Kurdish social 
institutions like the education system and traditions of knowledge production, that urgently need 
to be addressed and are, in turn, seeking to engage their society in a critical reflection and 
questioning of itself so that there may be a transformation of relationships and social structures 
within Iraqi Kurdistan that will effectively support the people’s ability to address the needs and 
rights of all individuals within the society and to allow for the expression of conflict through 
more inclusive processes. 
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Bringing this information to a second comparison of the Visible Body / InVisible Body 
and Ako Ghareb/Adnan Karim shows, to some degree, what is considered to be “art” but more 
importantly, through the designation of the work as being or not being art, it in turn designates 
that work’s creator a being an artist or not being an artist, and thus designates who may enter 
those conversations and influence public discourse. In our comparison of these two shows, we 
can now see how the artists of the Ako Ghareb/Adnan Karim show and their art are publicly 
designated by an elite establishment, as being both artists and art. This designation brings their 
artistic voices into prominent places within public discourse. This is done through support from 
powerful patrons and through the placement of the show and its artists, physically within the 
exhibition hall. This show was also heavily attended by the media, including a number of the 
local television stations. The media’s local coverage of the Ako Ghareb/Adnan Karim show, in 
no small part a product of the influence of this show’s patrons, allows for further signification of 
these artists and this art as being authentic for broader publics. By comparison, we can see how 
the artists and the art from the Visible Body / InVisible Body are marginalized and the artists’ 
contributions to public discourse silenced. We can also see how the physical placement of the 
Visible Body / InVisible Body show in the basement at Amna Suraka, the lack of patronage, the 
construction of the pieces of art and, of course, the topics addressed in the art work, all work 
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5.3 Finding a More Inclusive Path 
 
 
Figure 5 Painting by artist Raouf Hassan. Photo by author. 
Over the course of this research, I have demonstrated that the work of Kurdish artists, 
particularly the work of the Concept Art Group, shows us that, apart from Kurdish nationalism 
and independence, there are other important social concerns within Kurdish society that are 
being obscured and neglected by the nationalist narrative. I have also shown a unique 
perspective, one that could only be achieved through the use of art and arts-based perspectives. 
The arts demonstrate that in this moment in time, citizens of Iraqi Kurdistan are engaged in a 
deep self-reflection and are questioning the very institutions and traditions upon which their 
society is founded. Beginning this chapter with artist Shirwan’s statement that, “There is no 
Kurdish Art”, I have demonstrated some of the problems with writing Kurdish histories and have 
reflected on the efforts on the part of Kurdish historians to excavate Kurdish histories as they 
offer a frame for understanding a similar and parallel effort on the part of Kurdish artist-scholars 
to uncover the histories and characteristics of what might be termed Kurdish art. I have also 
demonstrated that these native artist-scholars, who form the arts establishment in Iraqi Kurdistan, 
demonstrate a bias within the arts academy that privileges the perspectives of older, urban, male 
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artists and whom must be considered critically within historical relationships of power within 
Iraqi Kurdistan and within the society of artists there.  
To Santayana’s quote, “Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it” 
(https://goo.gl/E9DpQI ), scholars Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt rebut, “History doesn’t 
repeat itself. But it rhymes. The promise of history is that we can find the rhymes before it is too 
late” (Levitsky & Ziblatt 2018a https://goo.gl/1d6rfb ). In the case of Iraqi Kurdistan, it remains 
to be seen what transformations may come as a product of the deep self-reflection currently 
happening within Kurdish society and if those reflections will yield transformations that will 
effectively support the people’s ability to address the needs and rights of all individuals within 
the society and to allow for the expression of conflict through more inclusive processes. 
In their 2018 work, How Democracies Die, professors of government at Harvard University, 
Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt, consider the threats to American democracy through the 
erosion of American democratic norms. “This is how we tend to think of democracies dying: at 
the hands of men with guns” begin Levitsky and Ziblatt, “In all these cases [Argentina, Brazil, 
the Dominican Republic, Ghana, Greece, Guatemala, Nigeria, Pakistan, Peru, Thailand, Turkey, 
Uruguay], democracy dissolved in spectacular fashion, through military power and coercion. But 
there is another way to break a democracy. It is less dramatic but equally destructive. 
Democracies may die at the hands not of generals but of elected leaders— presidents or prime 
ministers who subvert the very process that brought them to power” (Levitsky & Ziblatt: 
2018:3.Kindle Edition). Specifically, Levitsky and Ziblatt consider the erosion of America’s 
long-standing culture of democracy and how the decline of that culture has contributed to the 
erosion of America’s long-standing institutions of democracy. Levitsky and Ziblatt go on to 
describe the “electoral road to breakdown” that is worth quoting in full: 
“The electoral road to breakdown is dangerously deceptive. 
With a classic coup d’état, as in Pinochet’s Chile, the death of a 
democracy is immediate and evident to all. The presidential palace 
burns. The president is killed, imprisoned, or shipped off into exile. 
The constitution is suspended or scrapped. On the electoral road, 
none of these things happen. There are no tanks in the streets. 
Constitutions and other nominally democratic institutions remain 
in place. People still vote. Elected autocrats maintain a veneer of 
democracy while eviscerating its substance. Many government 
efforts to subvert democracy are “legal,” in the sense that they are 
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approved by the legislature or accepted by the courts. They may 
even be portrayed as efforts to improve democracy— making the 
judiciary more efficient, combating corruption, or cleaning up the 
electoral process. Newspapers still publish but are bought off or 
bullied into self-censorship. Citizens continue to criticize the 
government but often find themselves facing tax or other legal 
troubles. This sows public confusion. People do not immediately 
realize what is happening. Many continue to believe they are living 
under a democracy” (Levitsky & Ziblatt: 2018:5-6.Kindle Edition) 
 
 Of course, Levitsky and Ziblatt are detailing the decline of established democracies, not 
those nascent democracies like in Iraqi Kurdistan. Still, within their criticism, Levitsky and 
Ziblatt point to important aspects that form the foundations of that democracy like the presence 
of a constitution, the presence of democratic institutions, the freedom to vote, an active 
legislature and court system, newspapers that are able to freely publish and citizens who are able 
to freely criticize their government. Levitsky and Ziblatt find that, “The tragic paradox of the 
electoral route to authoritarianism" is that democracy’s assassins use the very institutions of 
democracy— gradually, subtly, and even legally— to kill it” (Levitsky & Ziblatt: 2018:3.Kindle 
Edition). Interestingly, Levitsky and Ziblatt make the compelling case that these “institutions of 
democracy” go beyond legal, governmental and civic institutions to also include an all-important 
culture of democracy. In this way, a culture of democracy goes hand in hand with the legal, 
governmental and civic institutions to produce a strong, inclusive and effective democracy. 
Contemporary Iraqi Kurdistan has many of these legal, civic and governmental institutions. 
There is a constitution and the people are able to vote. There is an active legislature and system 
of courts. Newspapers freely publish and citizens are able to openly criticize their government. 
Of course, there are numerous criticisms that point to the corrupt nature of these institutions and, 
ultimately, their inability to effectively serve the majority of their constituents. For example, 
although both the constitution of Iraq and the constitution of the KRG (Kurdistan Regional 
Government) protect freedom of speech, related legislation is unclear and often contradictory, 
and the unstable security situation undermines many legal protections for journalists 
(https://goo.gl/Scr8kv ). A 2016 report from Freedom House.org, a Washington, D.C. based 
watchdog that reports on human rights and seeks to promote democratic change, reports that: 
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“In areas under the control of the Kurdistan Regional Government 
(KRG) in northern Iraq, the 2008 Kurdistan Press Law protects 
journalists’ right to obtain “information of importance to citizens 
and with relevance to the public interest.” Under the law, officials 
are required to investigate incidents in which journalists are 
injured or killed as a result of their work, although few journalists’ 
deaths have been investigated. Although the press law abolishes 
imprisonment as a penalty for defamation, journalists can face 
high fines. Moreover, public officials have often brought libel and 
insult suits against journalists using the Iraqi penal code, 
undermining the protections inscribed in the Kurdistan Press 
Law”  (https://goo.gl/Scr8kv ). 
 
Here we can see the obvious failing of legal, civic and governmental institutions to protect 
democratic institutions, free speech and the lives of journalists. Yet, as Levitsky and Ziblatt have 
pointed out, these types of institutions, to be effective, must also be paired with a healthy culture 
of democracy. Though these legal, civic and governmental institutions exist in Iraqi Kurdistan, 
the work of Kurdish artists, particularly the work produced by the Concept Art Group, has 
clearly highlighted that while we may question these legal, civic and governmental institutions, 
we must also be deeply critical of the social relationships, cultural beliefs and traditions that 














One of the first text I read in formulating the framework for this research was a work by 
William Cleveland entitled “Art & Upheaval: Artists on the World’s Frontlines” (2008). This 
book is a powerful testament to the work of engaged artists in various zones of conflict around 
the world who have been able to create powerful public symbols that rival the impacts of 
violence (Cleveland 2008: 3). One particular quote in this work stood out and, for me, it summed 
up the unique power of the arts in zones of conflict. More immediately, it encouraged me to 
pursue research at the intersection of art and conflict but also communicated to me what the goal 
of my work should be. “We have to realize that the frontlines are everywhere” (Cleveland 2008: 
2). This powerful statement made me realize that the frontlines, and therefore the sites that 
should be the focus of my research, were not necessarily going to be found in the places I might 
think – and so, I set out to look in new and different places. In turn, I titled this work “Art & 
Agency: Transforming Relationships of Power Through Art in Iraqi Kurdistan”, to denote art’s 
ability to show us where those hidden frontlines might be; to further suggest the ability of art and 
artists to illuminate the path towards the transformation of conflict and to remind myself of 
where my focus should be. 
The urgency to consider new and different mines from which to excavate new 
information is even more critical when working with the social histories and the cultural products 
of the Kurds whose contributions have been lost, damaged or destroyed because of war, 
genocide, forced assimilation and suppression. Tempting crumbs of Kurdish history can be found 
in the state histories of Turkey, Iraq, Iran and Syria. However, in these cases, contributions on 
the part of Kurdish individuals and groups are often absorbed into larger, homogenizing, national 
narratives of the state that reduce the visibility of diverse publics and opinions. Kurdish 
individuals and groups are rarely noted in these histories as being ethnically Kurdish or as 
minorities. This partly has to do with the shifting nature of identifiers and designations for 
groups over the vast historical span of time that is Kurdish history. Where minorities are noted, 
in these types of narratives, it is not uncommon to see minority groups characterized as rebels 
and antagonists to the nation-state.  
Although the literature had certainly hinted at it, what I did not fully grasp at the time that 
I began to search the literature about the Kurds for this project, was the considerable lack of 
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information about contemporary Kurdish art forms, broadly defined, or Kurdish artists in Iraq. In 
so many ways, this lack of a bedrock of literature from which to build the theoretical and 
methodological framework for this research has not only defined the parameters of the research, 
but has also unexpectedly given the project its unique character. At the time I began this study, 
there was a scattering of literature about Kurdish textiles, poetry, music and film. More often 
than not, the essays I encountered, focused attention on older or “traditional” forms of these arts 
by Kurdish groups, often in Turkey, and the literature was only as recent as the early 2000s. The 
literature on Kurdish music has been more robust and more recent, as has been the literature on 
Kurdish film. Writers on Kurdish music and film, particularly those in film, have attempted to 
engage political and socio-cultural topics, like Kurdish national identity, through these mediums. 
In the field, the situation is little different. In the book shops in Sulaimani12, there are certainly, 
more titles being offered that deal with a widely with various artistic genres. However, most of 
these books are translations of European works, literature, plays or readers, as one might find in 
a college humanities course, that have been translated in to Kurdish or Arabic. A small handful 
of these works feature writers, typically Kurdish artist/scholars, who are writing about Kurdish 
art forms. Often these types of texts focus on the work of a particular artist of note. In the case of 
the visual arts from which this research is grounded, most of these texts are rendered as a catalog 
of a particular artist’s work, often featuring a page that inventories important highlights of the 
artist’s resume but, with little in the way of biographical information about the artist and offering 
no commentary or critique of the work in any kind of expository way. For my own work, I 
longed to find, and still long, to find written sources that offer more reflection and criticism such 
as a chronology of important events, broad characteristics of the visual arts and discussions of 
themes found within the art. The only two works that I have seen that offer such insights, limited 
as they are, are the works I have used here, Saeed’s Visions of the Kurdish Plastic Art (2013) and 
Saeed’s Out of Kurdish Soil: The Artwork of Rebwar Rashed and the Museum of Modern Art, 
Sulaimani (2013). That is not to that there may not be other works or other authors out there that 
                                                          
12 The Kurdish language utilizes both Arabic and Latin scripts. In this chapter, Kurdish words and names are 
transliterated from Kurdish to the closet spelling in English, without the use of Kurdish diacritics. Transliterated 
spellings of the same name often have multiple spellings. For example, the Kurdish city of Sulaimani may also 
appear as "Slemani," or by its Arabic pronunciation, "Sulaymaniyah". When quoting another author, spelling 
remains as it appeared in the original text or as spelled by the organization using the term/name. 
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offer these things. However, it does highlight the fact that criticism of art in Kurdistan in largely 
absent.  
Of course, the preference for written sources of information for the development of 
research proposals, dissertations and the like, privileges this type of written documentation. This 
becomes immediately problematic for those looking to study suppressed groups like the Kurds 
and such groups in conflict zones where sources are regularly lost, damaged or destroyed 
because of war, genocide, forced assimilation and suppression. At the same time, the preference 
for the written undermines and frustrates research that would benefit from a focus on oral 
sources of information and impedes progress in producing more refined methods for eliciting, 
documenting and analyzing information from such sources. For the development and execution 
of this research, if I had only utilized written sources, I would have neglected the importance of 
the rich oral tradition of the Kurds and would potentially, have been blind to this and other, 
alternative, sources of information.  
If you spend even a short time in Kurdistan, you will quickly learn the place and the 
importance of a hot cup of tea and a good story. After multiple visits to Kurdistan, I’ve come to 
think of them as marathon tea drinking sessions. However, I still have not yet developed the 
stamina for the sheer quantity, frequency or length of such sessions. Of course, being from the 
Southern United States and a native of the tea culture that is there, it is not surprising to me that 
my attention would turn to the tea and naively bypass the reason both Kurds and Southerners 
drink tea, which is, for the conversation. Often, in the field, I have chastised myself for my 
limited endurance when, after an hour, I’ve already become impatient and a bit bored with the 
seemingly endless stream of tea and talk because I know that this is where the good stuff is and 
that I need to be present for it. Part of my own frustration and impatience with hours of tea 
drinking and talking is certainly my own faulty command of the Kurdish language. Probably the 
best known historical aspects of Kurdish oral tradition are the poems and songs. Some such 
compositions hold histories of important people and tragic events while new histories are crafted, 
on the spot, through an improvised song or the clever twist of a joke. While sitting and 
conversing with a group of people about any number of subjects at hand, it is not uncommon for 
a member of the group to warble a couple of lines of a tune, inspired by the conversation. Oral 
traditions often include stories, jokes, rhymes, proverbs, legends, songs and more cultural 
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information that has not been passed down via a written conveyance. Still, we must remember 
that, in its most inclusive sense, a peoples’ oral tradition is every bit of cultural information that 
is received, preserved and transmitted to another generation by word of mouth. This is certainly 
characteristic of how visual artists in Iraqi Kurdistan chronicle their own history and lineage. 
During interviews in the field, all of the artists I spoke with seemed to have the easy ability to 
inventory their own teachers and their teachers’ teachers, to include where these individuals 
studied and some of the highlights of their careers. At the same time, they often had the same, 
albeit less complete, knowledge of their colleagues’ pedigrees. After a few such meetings, it 
struck me that these stories were told in the same way that an extended family might relate its 
own history to younger daughters and sons, with older relatives each adding their own tidbit of 
knowledge or pausing, holding back the exchange, to dispute the accuracy of a particular piece 
of that story. As I mentioned earlier, the written work on the arts in Kurdistan is limited in 
quantity and scope but it is an area of literature there that is growing in Iraqi Kurdistan through 
the efforts of indigene authors like artist/scholar, Wahby Rasul. Rasul, at painter and professor of 
the visual arts, is growing the literature on the history of Kurdish art by taking oral histories, 
gathered through interview, and writing them down.  
For this research, engagement with alternative sources of information is deeply rooted in 
culture and art, which demonstrates a unique perspective, a perspective that could only be 
achieved through the focus on the place of culture in conflict and the demonstrated ability of 
arts-based perspectives to tap in to and reveal the unconscious “stuff” of culture. In this instance, 
engaging the work of Kurdish artists has allowed us an alternative glimpse into an insider’s 
perspective on the shifting nature of Kurdish society and changing relationships of power 
between those who have traditionally held power and their constituency. At the same time, it also 
allows us to glimpse a shifting relationship between the way people think about the norms and 
values of their society in relationship to those social and cultural institutions that produce 
knowledge, assist in the transmission of culture, and through which people are creating meaning 
in this period of rapid social, economic and political transformation. In this way, we may 
recognize and consider the deep-level production of culture, which is being done in order to 
constitute the Kurds both as a nation and nation-state. As seen through the eyes of Kurdish 
artists, this type of engagement with the imaging of a Kurdish nation, and its offspring cultural 
products, allows us to think about the stakeholders involved in the construction of the Kurds as a 
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nation and the potential for conflicts produced by the powerful socio-cultural narratives 
operating inside Iraqi Kurdistan. This is a very different perspective from those highly 
militarized views on the region that presuppose the Kurds as Western allies in the war on terror, 
victims of genocide, or dependent recipients of international aid. Engaging with the work of 
Kurdish artists points not towards the next frontline with ISIS, but towards the social and cultural 
frontlines on the interior of a society, that perpetuate inequality and division – ultimately, leading 
to disruption and conflict.  
Researching Cultural Products In Kurdish Nationalism  
 
This research is interdisciplinary and so I have taken liberal advantage of knowledge, 
perspectives and methods from a variety of disciplines, including art history, international 
relations, conflict transformation and the emergent, transdisciplinary approach of arts-based 
research. In particular, this research engages the areas within the fields of anthropology and 
conflict transformation at the point where these contiguous fields are engaging in the exploration 
of the socio-cultural dimensions of conflict through the arts and the utilization of arts-based 
perspectives (Shank 2004, Schirch 2014, Shank & Schirch 2008, Lederach 2005, Ramsbotham 
2011).  
Informed by the work of anthropologist Franz Boas, this research recognizes that the 
practices of Kurdish visual artists working in Iraqi Kurdistan today are operating within a context 
that is historically particular and located within a unique set of historical events that have 
produced particular artistic expressions (Boas 1966). Further influenced by the anthropological 
traditions of Levi Strauss, this research has emphasized a preference for treating theory as 
something that emerges out of the collection and analysis of data (Glaser & Strauss 1967, 
Bryman 2012: 387). Both perspectives, historical particularism and grounded theory, emphasize 
the importance of research done in the field and fieldwork observations are often used to 
understand relationships in terms of action-interaction as well as process. For this research, both 
grounded theory and ethnography have been utilized in tandem for their shared ability to gather 
data and to understand relationships, particularly, where there is has been little previous research 
on the topic.  
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I think it has been because of a lack of a predefined research environment, fluidity 
became this research’s most unique characteristic. This work has approached the matter of 
examining those socio-cultural relationships of power in Iraqi Kurdistan that are being 
negotiated, transformed and contested, in a fluid and flexible manner. After-all, improvisation, is 
a key tenet in every artistic discipline, and most certainly characterizes the temperament of this 
research. In the arts, the term improvisation refers to creating something in the moment with the 
resources that are at hand. Improvisation in the arts involves numerous techniques and 
perspectives through which artists train and hone their artistic skills, both broadly and 
specifically, in order that they might be able to create or perform something spontaneously. 
Often, improvisation is the door through which new ideas and new ways of solving problems are 
able to enter our world. Undervaluing the art of improvisation in social science research fails to 
recognize the subtle intuition and practiced skill that is needed for the types of ethnographic 
fieldwork that are often required of researchers, particularly those looking to study suppressed 
groups and groups in conflict zones where sources are regularly lost, damaged or suppressed. 
Rooted in first-hand observation, the practice of ethnography has given a broad context 
for this research while grounded theory has helped this research to recognize patterns and to 
develop categories and concepts from questions firmly grounded in the data itself. The idea for 
this study, particularly the focus on the arts, came during early visits to the city of Sulaimani, 
Iraqi Kurdistan. Over subsequent visits to the field, information was gathered broadly and as 
patterns began to emerge, the research focus was narrowed and refined – ethnography and 
grounded theory operating in tandem and referring each to the other in a fluid and flexible way. I 
sought to gain an understanding of the important issues pervading society and to understand 
which of those issues had become important themes in the work of the artists I was engaged with 
through semi-structured and unstructured interviews. Early on, some topics continued to come up 
over and over again, presenting themselves in reoccurring patterns to be considered further. 
These included government corruption, the economic crisis in Kurdistan, the lack of written or 
archived sources of Kurdish history (to also include art) and the possibility of an independent 
Kurdistan. Eventually, these reoccurring topics were framed and refined to become the stuff of 
the five chapters that make up this dissertation. These include: patronage and shifting 
relationships of power (Chapter 1); Kurdish nationalism and independence (Chapter 2); the 
diversity of opinions that are often dismissed from the nationalist agenda and those perspectives 
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that resist dominant nationalist narratives that conflate Kurdish national identity and a movement 
for independence (Chapter 3); the critical reflection and questioning of Kurdish society from 
within, on the part of Kurds, of the social relationships, cultural beliefs and traditions that 
support and perpetuate forms of cultural and structural violence within Kurdish society in Iraqi 
Kurdistan.(Chapter 4) and the realization that legal, civic and government institutions, to be 
effective, must also be paired with a healthy culture of democracy (Chapter 5). Here, in order to 
frame these ideas in such a way that I might excavate the various pieces of these conversations, I 
utilized perspectives from the fields of Art History and Arts-based Research, specifically arts-
based peacebuilding.  
From the field of Art History, I borrowed art historian Erwin Panofsky’s work on 
iconographic/iconological analysis, particularly his method for dismantling a piece of work in 
order that we might see various practices, technologies and knowledges that went in to producing 
the work. In my own work, I have referred to this as a “Three Sited Analysis”. To uncover this 
information, we must engage each visual event at three important stages: the Site of Production; 
the Site of the Image itself and the Audiencing. The Site of Production is where an image is made 
and the circumstances of the work’s production may contribute towards the effect it has. 
Secondly, the Site of the Image itself, which is its visual content; its symbols but also the 
technologies and social practices that have created it. Finally, the site where the image 
encounters its spectators or users is referred to as its Audiencing – where an image’s meanings 
are made, negotiated, or rejected (Panofsky 1972, D’Alleva 2012, Rose 2012). Using the “Three 
Sited Analysis”, I am suggesting that one thinks about the agency of the image, considers the 
social practices and effects of its viewing, and reflects on the specificity of that viewing by 
various audiences (Panofsky 1972, D’Alleva 2012, Rose 2012). To frame the research, then, I 
would consider the questions presented by each of these “Sites” in order to think about the art 
work at hand. In doing so, this method unfolded the multiple layers behind the work, often 
presenting new questions to consider and pointing to new avenues of thought. For example, if we 
consider the Audiencing for the shows presented by the Concept Art Group we can find some 
interesting things. Within the concept of Audiencing, there are three additional components to 
consider: First, is the compositionality of the image, the formal arrangement of the elements of a 
picture. These elements will dictate how an image is seen by its spectators. Second, is the 
technological site at which an image’s meanings are made. Like the concern on compositionality, 
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the technological site often implies that the technology used to make and display an image will 
control an audience’s reaction. Third, is the social and, in part, this is a question of the different 
social practices that structure the viewing of particular images in particular places  (Rose 2012: 
30-31).  
To begin with, we can simply consider who the audiences were for these shows – who 
was in attendance and who was not in attendance. Visible Body / InVisible Body garnered interest 
from those in the art world, including famous Kurdish artist Ismail Khayat, as well as a smaller 
group of supporters linked specifically to individual artists presenting within the show. The 
Clamor Project was well attended by the media, elite members of the government, wealthy 
members of society as well as art faculty members of the University of Sulaimani, often those 
holding higher ranking positions within the university. The Tekist show, like the Visible Body / 
InVisible Body show, garnered interest predominately from those in the art world as well as a 
smaller group of supporters linked specifically to individual artists presenting within the show. 
Those in attendance at all of these shows along with the artists themselves, were representative 
of educated, urban individuals, particularly other artists, teachers and writers. When considering 
the quantity of the attendees and the make-up of the audiences, it stands out immediately that 
shows like Visible Body / InVisible Body and Tekist, that were set in unorthodox venues, were 
less attended while The Clamor Project, set in the Fine Arts Institute, an established domain of 
the arts, was attended not only by more people, but by more political and governmental elites. 
This pattern is also true of the Ako Ghareb/Adnan Karim show that I speak about in Chapter 
Three, which utilized the exhibition hall at the National Museum at Amna Suraka, also an 
established domain of the arts. In the case of the work produced by the Concept Art Group, the 
space within which each show was set functioned, in large part, as the compositional and 
technological sites of audiencing, dictating how the images within the show were seen by its 
spectators and, in part, controlling the audience’s reaction. In the case of the Visible Body / 
InVisible Body and Tekist, the spectator is physically surrounded by, confined within and 
confronted by the spaces (Amna Suraka and the Museum of Modern Art) in which local Kurdish 
histories of corruption, suppression, deceit and murder have transpired. The comparatively clean, 
modern, well-lit, well-maintained gallery at the Fine Arts Institute and the exhibition hall at 
Amna Suraka do not evoke any of these types of thoughts or emotions. These spaces, and the 
presence of art shows within them, presents an image of a progressive, modern-day Kurdistan, 
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helping to gloss over the details of past histories and the failures that lay therein. Considering the 
audienceing in this way draws attention to the fact that political and governmental elites did not 
appear in the unorthodox venues of the Visible Body / InVisible Body and Tekist, but did appear 
in the well-established venues for art. It presents a new line of questioning when we consider 
why that was the case and why that might be. Does this speak to who has access to these spaces 
and who does not? It seems reasonable to assume that such elites would have access to any and 
all parts of society. However, this suggests that there are some boundaries to those realms. What 
are those? Does it speak to political ties and allegiances? Does it, perhaps, suggest that elites 
engage the arts in a specifically confined space where the messages of that art can be controlled 
and monitored in a specific way? 
Of course, it is important, to consider carefully the composition and organization of the 
image, because it does have an effect on the spectator who sees it. However, we cannot fully 
comprehend all of the socio-cultural cues of gender, class, ethnicity, political sympathies, belief 
systems, systems of knowledge and more that any one spectator might bring to bear on a viewing 
of the image. Certainly, in the field, being present at these art shows, I had the opportunity to 
speak to other spectators like myself about their thoughts on the shows and the art work they 
experienced. What is interesting to note here was the conspicuous lack of strong public opinions 
about the art work. When asked about their thoughts or feelings about the work they were 
witnessing, typically, an individual would say something pleasant or complimentary of the work 
or the artist. If their responses weren’t clearly pleasant and complimentary, then they were 
ambiguous, often simply answering that they did not know about the work or simply did not 
have any particular feelings towards it. At The Clamor Project show, I was introduced to a 
female artist who had graduated from the Fine Arts Institute and was, at the time, a working 
artist in the city of Sulaimani. I mentioned to her that over the course of my research and 
multiple visits to Kurdistan, that there seemed to be a conspicuous lack of female artists. Where 
were the ladies, I asked? My new friend half-cocked her head to side, smiling shyly, “We should 
have tea and talk more sometime”, she said and then changed the conversation. That was my que 
that I had hit a topic that could not or possibly should not have been engaged in at that moment 
in time or, possibly, in that space. In my time in the field over multiple visits since 2013, I 
observed that more often than not those opinions which are expressed in public settings are often 
kept light and pleasant, taking care to avoid controversy or overly negative opinions. What is 
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more interesting, in the case of the voices of the audience, is the utter lack of their presence in 
these cases. This absence presents a new avenue for questions as we consider why this is this 
way. Does it point to Kurdish society’s history of suppression under the Ba’ath? Does it suggest 
a contemporary culture of surveillance or lack of free speech? Does it, perhaps, point to 
something less invidious, like those more traditional norms of social politeness? As a 
comparative point, This is why, at the Slemani International Film Festival, it surprised me to see 
an article appearing in the Slemani Film, a daily newsletter produced for the first Slemani 
International Film Festival (October 2016) that declared, "Ministry of Culture punishes 
Sulaimani" and went on to say that, "Even though the beginning of filmmaking was from 
Slemani, but the ministry of culture punishes Slemani and decided to prohibit the preparation of 
Slemani Film Festival" (SIFF 2016: 4). It was a very strong, negative opinion that was leveled 
directly at the very patrons who had sponsored the Film Festival and which had been 
documented in writing in the newsletter.  
Approaching the visual through the methodological tool of the “Three Sited Analysis” 
was incredibly helpful for this research to help me think about the context as well as the agency 
of the image. Considering the work of artists in this way allowed for this research to recognize 
that the artists, their ideas and the production of their work were all embedded in a larger system 
of interconnected processes and power relationships. It significantly expanded the perspective of 
this research to consider that the truly interesting stories lay in the interstitial tissues that 
connected artist to process and process to production. 
As I have mentioned, there has been a conscious engagement with improvisation in my 
research in order that the work would be fluid and flexible enough to be able to meet new 
findings and engage with the unexpected questions they might present. The Three Sited Analysis 
was a feature of the early stages of this research. However, the approaches to arts-based 
peacebuilding by Shank and Schirch, which I adapted to this research, were added once a 
significant portion of the data had been collected. I did so in order that I might have an additional 
set of frames to help me think about the data in front of me. The article Strategic Arts-Base 
Peacebuilding (2008) by Michael Shank and Lisa Schirch, like my own research, sits at the 
intersection of disciplines and utilizes art as a way of knowing. The four distinct, arts-based 
approaches to peacebuilding in the Shank and Schirch article are presented as methods to be 
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applied to a given conflict scenario that would help people to prevent, reduce or transform the 
effects of violent conflict. These approaches are, inherently, prescriptive in nature and the 
authors meet those engaged in peacebuilding work at the moment of intervention and aim to 
strategically categorize approaches utilizing the arts into themes and tasks while helping 
peacebuilders to decide what approaches are most useful and when (Shank & Schirch 2008: 3). 
However, this research and the approaches within, were, inherently elicitive in nature, seeking to 
gather, understand and interpret. Of course, in practice, prescriptive and elicitive approaches 
have elements of the other within them, but to make them serve my own needs better, I adapted 
the approaches, turning them into theoretical models for the analysis and interpretation of 
conflict. I was inspired to be flexible and fluid in my handling of these approaches first through 
the tenet of improvisation within the arts, but also because of the work of John Paul Lederach 
and the way he describes serendipity within the peacebuilding journey as a flow and adaptability 
that allows for the possibility of gaining insight and understanding from unplanned occurrences 
while keeping our goals in mind (Lederach 2005 & Maiese http://www.beyondintractability.org). 
The use of the Shank and Schirch approaches as theoretical models started as a simply framed 
question that asked, “Where do (or don’t) we see the characteristics of this approach in the data 
that is presenting itself”?  
Though I have used these tools in a manner not intended by their creators, I have sought 
to remain true to the nature of the original approach in order to keep them within an accurate 
context by maintaining a connection to the theories, methods and perspectives from which they 
were built. The work of Shank and Schirch is located within the emergent field of Arts-based 
research or “ABR”, an approach that combines the tenets of the creative arts, and involves 
researchers engaging in art making as a way of knowing and involves the decision to use art as a 
way to respond to particular questions. While Shank and Schirch make it clear that they are 
engaging with the field of peacebuilding, they write in a manner that dissolves artificial 
disciplinary boundaries. There is much to be gained from Shank and Schirch’s work but that 
which needs to be mined – in many cases, it is the subtle things that are not said in Shank and 
Schirch’s work that speak the loudest. For example, in some places clear definitions for concepts 
like peacebuilding exist yet in other places, like with their approach referred to as “Waging 
Conflict Non Violently”, the concept of non-violent conflict is not explicitly defined in a manner 
that overtly tries to locate their own work within larger peacebuilding discussions. This is 
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potentially problematic with a concept like non-violent action that overlaps and intersects with 
other disciplines that may approach the concept, or aspects of it, differently. Still, with a little 
excavation, we can see that while it is not explicitly stated, the elements of each of the Shank and 
Schirch’s approaches do align, although in a narrow way, with the predominate conceptions of 
actions that seek to produce change in peacebuilding as espoused by such leading authorities in 
the discipline as George Lakey.13  
As I mention in Chapter Two, where I discuss the Waging Conflict NonViolently 
approach, ultimately, this blurring of disciplinary lines and fuzzy delineation of concepts did not 
pose a major problem for this work. This is because I was interested in peeling back the skin of 
the approach to take away the main elements, broadly, to help me frame my thinking on the 
subject. In order to use this approach to elicit and interpret first I distinguished what were the 
main elements, considering the intended outcomes first and asked myself, if, where and when did 
I see these elements. Essentially, I pulled out the main elements and rearranged them to fashion a 
simple, but useful tool that better served the needs of this research.  
It has been a risky endeavor. At the outset of this work, I was unable to root in any one 
predefined research environment. I also struggled to talk to a clearly confined audience and was 
at a distinct disadvantage to be able to hypothesize about what I might find or suggest how 
insights from this work might benefit the field of conflict management. However, those 
challenges spurred me to be flexible and creative in my approach. If we are to engage with 
suppressed groups and groups in conflict zones where sources are regularly lost, damaged or 
suppressed we will, by necessity, have to be flexible and creative not only in how, but where we 
look for information.  
 
Insights Into “Other” Spaces Through Art  
 
Engaging with both the art work and the work of artists in Iraqi Kurdistan has pointed to 
an “other” space which offer us the possibility for the excavation of socio-cultural and historical 
                                                          
13 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VnnBCKRa3rM  
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information about the Kurds that is both lacking and highly need. Here in these artistic spaces, 
there is not only the potential to gather, but more importantly, to understand and interpret. 
Though the arts do indeed offer unique tools for understanding conflict, arts-based perspectives 
remain underutilized in peacebuilding. Perhaps that is because while both artists and 
peacebuilders working with arts-based perspectives take for granted that they regularly trade in 
the currency of culture itself, yet have not made this important fact explicit and in a language that 
might be intelligible to those fields and disciplines that sit outside artistic realms. Considering 
the literature on art and conflict, there is a clear understanding among these authors that it is 
critical to the peacebuilding process for peacebuilders to work within the culture, thereby 
eliciting cultural knowledge from participants that will impact and shape the peacebuilding work 
to come. However, the work of the artists that feature in this study points to something elusive 
laying just beyond this idea - that the culture itself produces moments of conflict. Working in 
and with the arts, we can understand the importance of meaning making within a culture and 
how that meaning translates into ideas and behaviors, and how all of those things combine to, 
potentially, produce moments of conflict. The use of art and arts-based perspectives has shown 
that this is a transitional moment in Iraqi Kurdistan, one that will almost certainly produce 
conflict, but one that will also produce opportunities for change.  
Transforming Relationships of Power Through Art 
 
In Chapter 1, Transforming Relationships of Power Through Art, I began our entry into the 
complex politicking that is necessarily part of the everyday business of conceiving, making and 
presenting art and art projects, by delving into patron-client relationships. First, I set the stage for 
our discussion by arguing that Iraqi Kurdistan today is an exemplar of a protracted social conflict 
(Azar 1990) and add the groundbreaking work of Farah Shakir (Shakir 2017) that shows that 
while Iraqi Kurdistan does have the characteristics of an Azarian style protracted social conflict, 
within a federated Iraq, and its attendant relationships of power, Kurdistan should be consider as 
a system that is in transition. Within a fluctuating federation that was not designed to be a 
permanent solution, near constant conflict becomes part of the culture and so, I turned my 
investigation to the shifting relationships of power, particularly patron-client relationships in the 
region, through a sketch of the historical patron-client relationship between the governing state 
as patron and artist as client. Next, I examined the patronage stories of the Slemani International 
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Film Festival and the Museum of Modern Art through the lens of the Shank and Schirch 
Transforming Relationships approach, as I have adapted that approach to be used as an 
impromptu theoretical model to think carefully about the changing nature of patron-client 
relationships. We can understand, then, that the assumption underlying the Shank and Schirch 
approach is that “conflict damages relationships”. As a theoretical frame, I have simply taken 
this element and asked - do we see regularly occurring patterns wherein relationships have been 
damaged by conflict? The answer is yes. Both the Slemani International Film Festival and the 
Museum of Modern Art feature as examples of patronage and patron-client relationships 
disrupted by conflict. If, as, Diane King explains, “A patron is someone who has something, a 
good or an opportunity, to dispense. A client is someone who receives that good or opportunity 
in exchange for loyalty and service”, then we could expect that patrons with less goods and 
opportunities to dispense would be, potentially, less powerful or would be shifted away from 
their former positions of power (King 2014: Kindle Locations 2159-2161.Kindle Edition). 
However, despite structural changes to the Kurdish Regional Government, and the subsequent 
weakening of the ability of powerful government patrons to support client-artists, due to the 
economic crisis in Kurdistan, the patron-client relationship continues to predominate in 
relationships of power in Iraqi Kurdistan. This relationship continues to endure even in the face 
of weakened patron-client relationships, suggesting that there is something beyond economic or 
political interests that continues to tie patrons and clients together. It should be remembered that 
patron-client relationships in this context, though hierarchical in nature, to bear mutual 
obligations between the patron and the client, typically in social terms of mutual service and 
loyalty. Kurdish nationalism, for example, is a tie that, for good or bad, continues to bind 
Kurdish individuals and groups across social, religious, economic and political lines. However, a 
Kurdish national identity as defined by a shared culture, language, territory, set of symbols, 
memory and experience, and future political aspirations is deeply fragmented and there is also 
the absences of a strong pan-Kurdish sentiment and cross-border identity (Sheyholislami 
2011:47). While there is not one single, monolithic Kurdish identity, however within the last 
decade a strong pan-Kurdish identity has started to emerge alongside several regional identities 
(Sheyholislami 2011Kindle Edition: 181) and these Kurdish national identities increasingly draw 
upon instances of “collective trauma” (Mlodoch 2012 Kindle Edition: 218-219) as a constitutive 
element of Kurdish nationalist identity. In Iraqi Kurdistan, the memory of the Anfal does form a 
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collective trauma and historical collective memory that all Kurds share. However, the work of 
the Concept Art Group, as discussed in Chapters Three and Four, demonstrate that there is a 
great deal of complexity in the ways discourses of truth about the Anfal have been deployed to 
include the manner in which dominant state discourses may silence or even deny the experiences 
and memories of victims (Hinton & O’Niell 2009: Kindle Locations 316-317). In this moment in 
time, it does not seem reasonable to suggest that a millennias-old economic, political and cultural 
relationship would be abandoned or that it should be abandoned for some other political form in 
the short or the long term. However, as I have demonstrated through the patronage stories of the 
Slemani International Film Festival14 and the Museum of Modern Art the element of change has 
been introduced into this power relationship, because of conflict. It remains to be seen, however, 
in what ways this shift might produce new forms of these relationships and potential conflict.  
The potential for artist/clients to find alternative sources of support reflects and engages with 
the Shank and Schirch Building Capacity15 approach, and my adaptation of that approach, in that 
it considers how people are able to take responsibility for shaping their culture, including being 
able to effectively shape their society’s architecture. Not only do the cases of the Slemani 
International Film Festival and the Museum of Modern Art demonstrate a relationship disrupted 
by conflict, these two patronage stories suggest that citizen-artists are engaging with and creating 
new avenues to garner the economic, political and social support they need to accomplish their 
goals. As with the shifting nature of the patron-client relationship, it remains to be seen how 
citizens will accomplish this. Perhaps it will mean retaining the patron-client styled relationship 
and finding alternative patrons. For example, a number of Western NGOs operate in Iraqi 
Kurdistan. In my time in the field, I met workers representing LDS Charities. LDS Charities is 
an arm of the Mormon Church (Church of Jesus Christ Latter Day Saints) and is a humanitarian 
organization, operating world-wide, that focuses on self-reliance. I met the workers at the school 
that I was teaching at. They were gathering information about local schools so that they could 
                                                          
14 The Kurdish language utilizes both Arabic and Latin scripts. In this chapter, Kurdish words and names are 
transliterated from Kurdish to the closet spelling in English, without the use of Kurdish diacritics. Transliterated 
spellings of the same name often have multiple spellings. For example, the Kurdish city of Sulaimani may also 
appear as "Slemani," or by its Arabic pronunciation, "Sulaymaniyah". When quoting another author, spelling 
remains as it appeared in the original text or as spelled by the organization using the term/name. 
 
15 As discussed and utilized in Chapter 4.  
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place three Syrian-Kurdish refugee girls in school. We were all surprised to find out about the 
complex set of laws that govern foreign NGOs in the and how pervasive the need for political 
“friends”, at every level of society, was. Here too the patron-client styled relationship pervades 
and it is a system rife with corruption. 
Perhaps these shifts might also mean a move to shape their society’s architecture in ways that 
will allow for greater inclusion of all stakeholders within Kurdish society and if they will be 
supportive of newer forms of governance, economic and social institutions that must be adapted 
over time in order to create a sustainable culture for a Just Peace and potentially reduce the 
chance of future conflict. 
Concerns about content and presentation, resources to produce a public show or support an 
artist’s craft, audience and the reception of the work, must contend with garnering support from 
economically and politically powerful individuals or groups, patrons. At the same time, because 
of the predominance of Kurdish nationalism at every level of public discourse, the work must, 
necessarily, engage, or resist, notions of the Kurdish nation and nationalism - often at multiple 
points in the production of art. 
Constituting Histories Through Art 
 
In Chapter 2, Constituting Histories Through Art, I considered the National Museum at 
Amna Suraka, as a Kurdish national memorial, and the ways in which it serves to demarcate 
national territory and to constitute the Kurdish nation through ties to common ethnic roots and a 
shared national tragedy that was the Anfal. Our discussion of Amna Suraka was framed, first, by 
a brief survey of the literature on Kurdish nationalism, considering some of the key historical 
milestones in its development. While there is a historical Kurdish identity, respected and widely 
read scholars of Kurdish Nationalism, Martin Van Bruinessen (2000), Abbas Vali (1998) and 
Amir Hassanpour (2003), find that the articulation of Kurdish nationalism is relatively recent; 
has been driven by Kurdish intellectuals and political elites as well as in debate with relevant 
others like Turkish, Persian, and Arab nationalisms (Sheyholislami 2011). Denise Natali adds to 
this conversation showing that, beginning in the early 2000s, Kurds in Iraqi Kurdistan conducted 
elections, created their own government, and engaged in civil society building, to include 
identity-reshaping projects that de-Arabized education, administration and communication 
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systems (Natali 2010: 29-34). In this manner, the construction of a Kurdish social, political and 
ideological space in the KRG worked to transform the land into national territory for the Kurds 
(Kaiser 2002: 230). Through a critical discourse analysis of messages in the Kurdish media, 
Jaffer Sheyholislami’s investigation of Kurdish media discourses in processes of identity 
formation, further adds to the literature that shows the shifting and changing nature of a Kurdish 
nationalist narrative. Sheyholislami demonstrates that while there is not one single Kurdish 
identity, within the last decade a strong pan-Kurdish identity has started to emerge alongside 
several regional identities (Sheyholislami 2011Kindle Edition: 181). 
In the review of some of the key historical developments in Kurdish national identity, I also 
paused to highlight some of the important aspects that have become some of the most notable 
features of that narrative. Specifically of note, are those aspects that constitute the Kurdish nation 
through ties to common ethnic and cultural roots and a shared collective trauma, but also those 
aspects which include Kurdish rights to cultural identity and homeland as they are equated with 
human rights. This reveals a contemporary Kurdish national narrative that includes Kurdish 
rights to cultural identity and homeland as they are equated with human rights, recognition of the 
Kurds as special victims and recognition of national rights such as cultural rights and the right to 
a nation state. With an understanding these key parts of the Kurdish nationalist narrative in hand, 
I probed the National Museum at Amna Suraka to consider the constituent parts of the dominant 
Kurdish nationalist narrative as it may be found at that site. I conducted this through a two-step 
process, first through a brief survey of the transformation of Amna Suraka from a Ba’ath security 
headquarters and site for detention center into a memorial site for the preservation of Kurdish 
history and culture and for the active maintenance of the memory of the Anfal genocide. 
Secondly, using the Shank and Schirch Waging Conflict Nonviolently approach as I have adapted 
it, as a theoretical frame, I considered the ways in which the transformed National Museum at 
Amna Suraka wages nonviolent conflict on behalf of the Kurds as a nation. Utilizing the main 
elements of the Shank and Schirch, I adapted this approach to consider where we might see an 
absence of direct or violent conflict; if there was the presence of latent or nascent local issues 
and problems of social injustice; where there was the presence of an acute power differential, and 
finally, where there might be a desire to shift that balance of power in a way that would allow for 
marginalized groups or interests to achieve public recognition and greater priority. 
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This two-step investigation has revealed that the National Museum at Amna Suraka does 
present aspects that constitute the Kurdish nation through ties to common ethnic and cultural 
roots; such as the renovated areas of the complex that include the art gallery, cinema, archive and 
activity hall, in addition to the halls that hold the collections of Kurdish clothing, rugs and other 
cultural artifacts. Amna Suraka played a role in the Anfal campaign and, in its current iteration, 
presents the memorialization of the shared collective trauma that was the Anfal first through the 
spaces that were used for detention, torture and execution, which remain derelict, physically 
gutted, rundown and marked by gunfire. The memory of the Anfal is also preserved through the 
Hall of Mirrors, a once concealed entrance into Amna Suraka that has been transformed into a 
memorial with 182,000 pieces of broken mirror set into the walls representing the victims 
exterminated during the Anfal Campaign and 4,500 lights symbolizing the number of Kurdish 
villages destroyed by the Saddam regime. The theme of genocide and targeted violence towards 
the Kurds as an ethnic group reappear several more times through-out the museum. Former 
dormitories for the Ba’ath security staff are now halls dedicated to the Anfal operations, the 
“great Exodus of 1991” (National Museum at Amna Suraka brochure) and a hall of landmines. 
The “Anfal Museum” is a long hall adorned with the names, and some images, of those Kurdish 
individuals who were killed or who were disappeared during the Anfal. The entrance of the hall 
begins with an assemblage of photos of bodies that were uncovered from mass graves of Kurds 
killed by the Ba’ath. 
Spaces like the art gallery, cinema, archive and activity hall, in addition to the halls that 
hold the collections of Kurdish clothing, rugs and other cultural artifacts in the National Museum 
at Amna Suraka demarcate boundaries of a Kurdish national identity by documenting and 
preserving a Kurdish history through the presentation and preservation of culture. Lacking 
curation and adequate guidance from knowledgeable staff, these spaces within the museum 
seemed neglected in comparison with the organization and attention that has clearly been 
directed at the spaces that memorialize the Anfal. Intended or not, or as the possible product of 
inadequate funding due to the “economic crisis created by Baghdad”, that is named as the cause 
for numerous governmental failures to adequately support public services, the lack of detailed 
curation, in its neglect, serves to gloss over the historical, political, linguistic, geographical and 
cultural diversity that is characteristic of Kurdish peoples. Thus, allowing for a homogenization 
of Kurdish identity, that can potentially lead to the marginalization of competing narratives, and 
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an assemblance of a cohesive national unity that conceals social problems and disunity within the 
society. The memory of the Anfal clearly dominates the narrative of the National Museum at 
Amna Suraka. Alexander Laban Hinton and Kevin Lewis O’Niell’s work on truth, memory and 
representation of genocides, shed some light on the case of Amna Suraka, “Truth, memory, and 
representation mix together in a given space and moment of time to construct a reality that, while 
partial and incomplete, nevertheless may have powerful effects on those interpolated into or 
subjugated by such a discursive regime” (Hinton & O’Niell 2009: Kindle Locations 452-453). 
The authors encourage those working with the political memory of genocide, not to seek, 
“straightforward truths, memories and representations”, but instead, look to the, “cultural work 
that practices of truth, memory, and representation do in postgenocidal contexts” (Hinton & 
O’Niell 2009: Kindle Locations 460-461).  
Through the establishment of Amna Suraka as a permanent site for the presentation of 
Kurdish cultural artifacts and memory, the National Museum at Amna Suraka reveals a 
politicized memory and narrative that includes Kurdish rights to cultural identity and homeland 
as they are equated with human rights. Through the presentation and memorialization of the 
Anfal genocide, the museum also points to recognition of the Kurds as special victims and 
recognition of national rights such as cultural rights and the right to a nation state. In this way, 
the establishment of Amna Suraka and the themes found there may not seem particularly unique 
in light of the work of scholars like Benedict Anderson, James Clifford, Robert J. Kaiser and 
Sharon J. MacDonald, that have demonstrated the importance of the emergence of the museum 
and of collecting an assemblage of the material ‘world’ that marks the self and the group, and 
which imagines the group by marking-off of a subjective domain that is not ‘other’ (Anderson 
1983, Clifford 1999, Kaiser 2002, MacDonald 2003). 
However, utilizing the Shank and Schirch Waging Conflict Nonviolently approach, as I have 
adapted it to this research, we can consider nonviolent action as a theoretical framework through 
which to look at the work of nation-building, through the medium of art and culture, that is going 
on at the National Museum at Amna Suraka. The main elements of the Shank and Schirch 
approach consider that 1) there is an absence of direct or violent conflict, 2) there is the presence 
of latent or nascent local issues and problems of social injustice 3) there is the presence of an 
acute power differential, and finally, there is 4) a desire to shift that balance of power in a way 
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that allows for marginalized groups or interests to achieve public recognition and greater priority. 
As I discussed in Chapter 2, this particular approach focuses on the change aspect of nonviolent 
action, which scholars like Gene Sharp and George Lakey16 have described. That is to say, that it 
seems clear that Shank and Schirch have limited their focus to the utilization of a more narrow 
aspect of nonviolent action and focus on the aspect of change, which includes actions that 
attempt to alter the status quo. Framed in this manner, we know that there is the presence of 
social injustice and an acute power differential (Shank & Schirch 2008: 4-9), where the Kurds 
are marginalized and suppressed and Kurdish issues, particularly those around Kurdish genocide 
and continued injustice, have been largely ignored or denied by the Iraqi state and by the 
international community. The National Museum at Amna Suraka, then, becomes a tool to 
address problems of social injustice perpetrated against the Kurds as a nation for local, regional 
and international publics and to shift the balance of power in a way that allows for marginalized 
Kurdish interests to achieve public recognition and greater priority (Shank & Schirch 2008: 4-9). 
Through the frame of nonviolent action, we can see the Museum as an agent of change and an 
important tool to constitute the Kurds as a nation and nation-state and to demarcate the 
boundaries of a Kurdish national identity, particularly for non-Kurds inside Iraq and outside of 
Iraqi Kurdistan and for transnational Kurdish publics.  
However, here is where it becomes more complicated and using the frame of nonviolent 
action can help us to glimpse at “other” fraught spaces on the interior of Iraqi Kurdish society. 
This frame shows us what Sharp and Lakey refer to as defense17, which includes actions that 
attempt to retain the status quo, or that attempt to protect or save. This is an aspect that the Shank 
and Schirch approach does not refer to. While the National Museum at Amna Suraka may serve 
to constitute the Kurds as a nation and nation-state for those outside of Iraqi Kurdistan, for local 
Kurdish publics, it also serves to demarcate the boundaries of a Kurdish national identity. With 
this knowledge, we must ask - which aspects of that diverse and disparate identity have been 
chosen to be preserved? We must also be reminded that Amna Suraka was transformed with the 
efforts of Hero Ibrahim Ahmed, wife of former Iraqi president Jalal Talabani, and the Newroz 
                                                          
16 https://wagingnonviolence.org/feature/gene-sharp-scholar-nonviolent-warrior/  
17 https://wagingnonviolence.org/feature/gene-sharp-scholar-nonviolent-warrior/ , 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VnnBCKRa3rM 
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Company18 and that, today, the museum continues to be supported with resources from the 
P.U.K. (Patriotic Union of Kurdistan) including the Talabanis and the Qaiwan Group19. The 
aspect of nonviolent action as defense, which seeks to maintain a status quo, points to the elite 
creation and maintenance of this space. In turn, we can ask if this institution aids in the 
maintenance of a particular Kurdish national narrative, and subsequent status quo that has been 
fashioned by elite interests. It also points to the multiple, possible interpretations of the Kurds as 
a nation and suggests that that interpretation depends heavily upon the audiences and publics that 
must engage with that narrative. 
Most importantly, the use of the Waging Conflict Nonviolently approach, as I have adapted it 
to frame thinking about Amna Suraka, helps us to see the deep-level construction of nation and 
nation-state that is being conducted through cultural products like the National Museum at Amna 
Suraka and suggest potential interrogations of that work.  
Contesting Histories Through Art / Building Capacity Through Art  
 
In Chapter 3, Contesting Histories Through Art, I set the stage for our discussion of the work 
of the artists of the Concept Art Group in their show Visible Body / Invisible Body, by returning 
to the heady energy of the “Arab Spring”, and coinciding “Kurdish Spring”20. These 
contemporaneous movements shifted leaders from power, challenged identities and changed the 
way that citizens imagined themselves. The uprisings and revolutions of those movements also 
transformed spaces in ways unseen before. In Chapter 4, Building Capacity Through Art, I 
continued to engage with the work of the Concept Art Group, this time through their shows The 
Clamor Project and Tekist, and the ways in which these artists utilized critical public spaces in a 
way that we might consider the “spatial compositions” that our artists were working within and 
how the occupation of a space can allow for strategic constructions of meaning or contestations 
within those spaces. Here, in the concluding pages of this research, I condense my findings from 
                                                          
18 Noted in the National Museum at Amna Suraka brochure 
19 Noted in the National Museum Amna Suraka brochure 
20 Phillips, David L. (2015). The Kurdish Spring: A New Map of the Middle East. New Brunswick: Transaction 
Publishers. 
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these two chapters in this way because both chapters feature the complete body of work amongst 
all of the shows presented by the Concept Art Group. At the same time, the important messages 
presented by the Concept Art Group run across all the shows I have highlighted in this research. I 
split up the material across Chapters Three and Four so that I might be able to unpack these 
events in a more fulsome way. Here, in order to deliver the important insights of these shows, it 
helps to bring these messages all together.  
In Chapter 4, utilizing the concepts of places and spaces as defined by Frances S. Hasson and 
Zakia Salime (Hasso & Salime 2016), I considered the physical, public places and spaces that 
these artists were working in. The significance in the choices of venue for the Concept Art 
Group’s shows served to set each show, the ideas and conversations presented within it, apart in 
a unique and powerful way. In the case of the work produced by the Concept Art Group, as 
discussed in Chapters Three and Four, the spaces within which each show was set functioned, in 
large part, as the compositional and technological sites of audiencing, dictating how the images 
within the show were seen by its spectators and, in part, controlling the audience’s reaction. The 
sometimes controversial topics within these shows, throws light on those engagements - the 
audience with the art, the audience with the space and the audience with itself in that space and 
with that art. In this way, the spaces in which these shows appeared reflect back at the audience 
the ways in which those spaces are patterned by institutionalized inequalities, ideologies, 
behavioral scripts. Ultimately, space, forms the first major point of contestation of the status quo 
through the artwork of the Concept Art Group. It is under this larger, spatial umbrella of 
contestation, then, that the individual works of art within each of the shows is able to take on 
different aspects of that larger contestation. For example, in Chapter Three I discuss the Visible 
Body / Invisible Body show that was located in the basement of the National Museum at Amna 
Suraka. The venue for this show is the first point of contestation in two interesting ways. First, 
one implication for the use of this space, is that by having the show in the dark, rundown and 
neglected basement, the viewer is located, indeed, physically surrounded and confronted by the 
dark and haunted space in which some of the darkest parts of Kurdish history occurred. 
Secondly, this site, while located within the national memorial that is Amna Suraka, it is set apart 
from the locations in that complex where art shows are regularly held. This fact makes the 
suggestion that the artists and the subjects within the show are set apart or not aligned, in some 
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way, with the major patron of the museum, the PUK (Patriotic Union of Kurdistan), and with the 
Kurdish nationalist narrative which the museum symbolizes.  
Next, the individual pieces of work in the show presented other subjects and topics that might 
be considered to be “set apart”. In order to engage with the artwork itself, I utilized the Shank 
and Schirch approaches Reducing Direct Violence (Chapter Three) and Building Capacity 
(Chapter Four), as I have adapted them to this research, to consider some of the hidden layers of 
the artwork that appeared in these shows. This means that I used these adapted approaches as 
frames to think about: 1) how these artists might be working to interrupt the cycle of emotional, 
spiritual, physical, and/or psychological violence (Chapter Three) and 2) how were these artists 
might be thinking in the long-term about what was needed to create sustainable, constructive 
relationships for the future (Chapter 4) (Shank & Schirch 2008: 5-8). 
In the Visible Body / InVisbile Body show, these topics included the erasure of minorities and 
marginalized groups from histories, polarizing political landscapes and the culture of 
surveillance. In Clamor Project and Tekist shows were able to create space for the questioning of 
cultural institutions like the school, notions of gender, history, memory and written language as a 
visual tool. Overall, we have been able to see that the work of these artists points to particular 
socio-cultural problems within Kurdish society. Ultimately, these artists are pointing towards and 
engaging with cultural and structural forms of violence within their own society that create 
conflict. In turn, these artists are pressing members of their own society to engage in a critical 
reflection and questioning of itself so that there may be a transformation of relationships and 
social structures within Iraqi Kurdistan. The hope of this transformation is that relationships, 
systems and structures will adapt in ways that will more effectively support the people’s ability 
to address the needs and rights of all individuals within the society and to allow for the 
expression of conflict through more inclusive processes.  
 
There Is No Kurdish Art 
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In Chapter Five, There is No Kurdish Art21, I show that, like the recent work of Harvard, 
government professors, Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt, the artists of the Concept Art Group 
demonstrate a clear understanding that a culture of democracy must go hand in hand with legal, 
governmental and civic institutions to produce a strong, inclusive and effective democracy. Here 
is where the real gold is mined. In pointing to cultural and structural forms of violence within 
their own society, these artists are laying bare the need to be deeply critical of the social 
relationships, cultural beliefs and traditions that support and perpetuate forms of cultural and 
structural violence within Kurdish society in Iraqi Kurdistan. The work of these artists, then, is 
not just dealing in the currency of culture, it is pointing directly at culture as the source of 
conflict.  
Future Research Directions 
 
Early on in my discussion of the conceptual framework for this research, I mention a 
large gap in information about the Kurds and about the cultural products of Kurdish culture. In 
one of the very few texts on the subject of Kurdish visual arts, Bakhtyar Saeed’s Visions of the 
Kurdish Plastic Art, is a rare gem that was found in one of Sulaimani’s many book shops. Saeed 
notes on the very first page of the text,  “The lack of information about the main cities in 
southern Kurdistan [Iraqi Kurdistan] is one of the shortcomings that require fieldwork, in order 
to collect information about the plastic art[fine art or visual art] in the major cities, like Kirkuk, 
Suleimaniyah, Duhok and Erbil”(Saeed 2013). Unfortunately, the visual arts of the Kurds and 
more generally in Iraq are a historiographical blind spot. That is to say that the Kurdish people 
and their cultural products often are omitted from historical and socio-cultural accounts of Iraq. 
Loss of historical sources together with the devastating toll of decades of dictatorship, sanctions, 
occupation and war has negatively influenced critical studies of Iraq and those of Iraq’s 
minorities like the Kurds (Damluji 2015). Yet it is a blind spot that marks another potential space 
for thought and critique as well as for inquiry (Al-Bahloly 2015: 245). The challenge to writing 
                                                          
21 In Chapter 5, There Is No Kurdish Art, I also demonstrate some of the problems with writing Kurdish 
histories and reflected on the efforts on the part of Kurdish historians to excavate Kurdish histories as they offer a 
frame for understanding a similar and parallel effort on the part of Kurdish artist-scholars to uncover the histories 
and characteristics of what might be termed Kurdish art. 
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about Kurdish social histories, therefore, is to search for the hidden, while finding new ways of 
reading and understanding the nuances of the current cultural world of the Kurds (Bahoora 
2015:250). 
The Kurds factor significantly both as a key to some of the most critical conflicts in the 
Middle East but also as citizens of the World interacting with a highly global, highly 
interconnected reality. Yet, despite the Kurds’ rise in prominence in global public consciousness, 
the sociocultural anthropology of Iraqi Kurdistan was arguably more robust decades ago than 
presently (King 2014: 6).  In pursuing an investigation of ethnographic accounts of Kurdish 
society we are faced with a decided absence of scholarly literature and a significant gap in our 
knowledge. This gap in our understanding also extends to information about Kurdish artists in 
Iraqi Kurdistan, art forms created there or any analysis of such cultural products. Indeed, even 
academic institutions devoted to the research of Kurdish culture like the Institut Kurde de Paris 
often neglect the study of the arts entirely or offer limited information about such topics, the bulk 
of which often focus heavily on music or film. An examination of the literature on Kurdish art 
forms shows that on the whole, Kurdish arts have generally been disregarded as sites for 
scholarly inquiry. 
In addition to a wide gap in our information, scholarship on Iraq has suffered from a lack 
of historical and humanistic perspective (Damluji 2015: 236). At the same time, accounts often 
omit a historical plurality in the region wherein diverse ethno-linguistic and religious 
communities have lived for centuries and have been significant contributing members to the Iraqi 
state (Benjamen 2015: 241). Iraq’s minorities, such as the Kurds, are often only mentioned in 
passing, where accounts take an “ahistorical” view of issues or events involving them. Such 
accounts succeed in further marginalizing Iraq’s minorities by relegating them to the shadows of 
history and reduce our perspective to a shallow and often lop-sided view. As scholars, we are left 
with a critical need for greater information on the history, culture and social aspects of these 
groups and how they have contributed to nation-building in Iraq. With such a gap in our 
knowledge there is now an urgent demand for scholars to excavate this knowledge from current 
histories within Iraq. 
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